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        I’LL SHOW HER WHAT A DEVIL DOES WHEN AN ANGEL FALLS INTO HIS LAP.

      

      

      I met her the day I killed her father.

      She stood there, soaked in his blood, and swore she’d make me pay when the time was right.

      Twenty years later, that day has come.

      She’s beautiful now.

      A dark temptation I never expected.

      But Renata Lombardi is in far over her head.

      Because she thinks this is a game of kill or be killed.

      She’s wrong.

      It’s break or be broken.

    

  







            Prologue: Kian

          

          

      

    

    






New York City

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure?”

      I take a deep breath, trying to marshal my powers of patience. “That’s the tenth fucking time you’ve asked me that question,” I reply, letting the irritation seep in just a fraction.

      “It’s a bold plan,” Cillian says in the tone he uses when he’s trying not to say something that Saoirse’s clearly told him not to.

      “That’s exactly why it’ll work.”

      “Did I say bold?” Cillian asks. “I meant stupid.”

      “Cillian!” His wife Saoirse’s voice breaks through.

      He grumbles, “Should’ve known that you were on the line, too.”

      “I worry about you,” she says defensively.

      “Both of you need to calm the fuck down,” I tell them. “Channel all that parental energy towards your actual child. How is my niece, by the way?”

      “Don’t try and change the fucking subject,” Cillian snaps.

      I roll my eyes.

      “And stop rolling your eyes,” he adds.

      “I… How did you know?”

      Saoirse laughs. “Because he would react the exact same way if he were the one in your shoes.”

      “Whose side are you on, woman?” Cillian growls.

      “I’m on the clan’s side. Last I checked, we were all Clan,” she replies shrewdly.

      “Jesus. You’d do well in politics, Saoirse,” I tell her.

      “Hey, there’s no need to be insulting.”

      Cillian laughs, but he squelches it pretty fast. I can sense that he’s worried, and that’s irritating me more than I’m willing to admit.

      “Kian, all I’m saying is that an attack on this level… at this time…”

      “I know the risks,” I cut him off. “I’m doing it anyway.”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Did you or did you not put me in charge of this mission?” I demand.

      There’s a second of silence.

      “Well?” I press. “It wasn’t a trick fucking question.”

      “I did,” Cillian admits grudgingly.

      “Right. You did. And that means I’m the one making the decisions and calling the shots,” I remind him. “This isn’t a spontaneous decision. I didn’t pull this plan out of my ass. I’ve been in New York for almost six fucking months, monitoring the situation.”

      “Exactly! And six months isn’t enough time to—”

      “The time for monitoring is done,” I interrupt. “I need to act. And what better time to act than when their defenses are down and they don’t suspect a thing?”

      “It’s a fucking wedding, Kian,” Cillian growls. “Security is going to be through the goddamn roof.”

      “Yes, it is,” I agree. “Security is going to be through the roof—at the church. Where the wedding is taking place. I’m not attacking the church.”

      “You’re not?”

      I’ve purposefully kept the details of my plan as secretive as possible. It’s driven Cillian crazy the last few months, but I just consider that a bonus.

      “Of course not. What kind of sick fuck attacks a house of God?”

      “I can’t tell if you’re kidding or not,” Saoirse pipes up.

      “Good,” I say. “I like to keep you guessing.”

      This time, I can practically see her roll her eyes.

      “Kian,” Cillian chimes in, “this is still a risky plan.”

      “Don’t tell me that marriage and fatherhood has turned you into a fucking sensible person.”

      “What’s wrong with that?” Saoirse demands.

      “Sensible people are boring.”

      “Hey now…”

      “Can we focus?” Cillian cuts in impatiently. “Marriage and fatherhood isn’t what’s changed me, Kian. Being don is what’s changed me. I’m responsible for every man under my command. That includes you.”

      “And you gave me command,” I remind him again. “Trust me to do my job. After today, these Italian fucks aren’t going to be a problem for the Clan anymore. The Lombardis are just gonna be another mafia family that fell by the wayside when they fucked with the wrong Irishmen.”

      “Have you kept Artem informed of your plans?”

      I narrow my eyes. “No.”

      “Kian.”

      “Artem Kovalyov is a friend of the Clan and a valuable ally,” I concede. “And I know he’s like a brother to you. But I won’t have him interfering in my mission.”

      “He wouldn’t be interfering. He’d be helping.”

      I stop short of snorting into the phone. “Come on, Cillian,” I say. “The man’s a don. The moment he gets involved, he’s in charge. He’ll turn into a fucking bulldozer—not unlike someone else I know.”

      “That wasn’t very subtle.”

      I smile. “I wasn’t trying to be.”

      “Cillian, I told you,” Saoirse cuts in. “You need to trust Kian. He can do this.”

      “About goddamn time that someone else gets in my corner,” I growl. “This is why I like your wife better than you, Cil. I like your daughter better than you, too. Hell, I like your cat better than you.”

      “Care to continue?” he drawls.

      “You rank somewhere in the low twenties. On a good day.”

      I can tell he’s trying to fight the chuckle that’s managing to whistle through in small bursts.

      “Excellent. Looks like you have nothing else to say, for a change. So now that we’ve got that done, I’ve got to go,” I say.

      “Wait!”

      I sigh. “What?”

      “You call me the moment it’s done,” Cillian barks.

      “Yes, Da.”

      “Just do it, you little asshole.”

      Saoirse’s sigh cuts between our jabs. “Can you two just say you love each other and be done with it?”

      “Didn’t we just do that?”

      Cillian chuckles. “Call me once it’s done, Kian. I mean it.”

      The line goes dead. I put down my phone with relief. The call with my brother is out of the way.

      Time to spill some blood.

      I shake out the cramp in my hand and stretch my neck in both directions. I need to fucking concentrate. The last Lombardi security detail has just left to go and comb over the church.

      The thirty-minute window I’ve accounted for has just swung open.

      Today is a wedding. Not just any wedding—it’s the wedding of the don of the Lombardi Mafia, a contemptuous fuck named Giorgio who thinks that he gets to decide how things operate in New York City. He’s very, very wrong about that.

      It’s about to cost him everything.

      My lieutenant Rhys jumps over the short brick wall that separates the grass from the narrow pavement. He gives me one swift nod to confirm that everything is unfolding according to plan.

      I grip the detonator in my hand. My finger grazes over the red button and savor the calm before the storm. One last moment of peace before all hell breaks loose.

      Then I press down firmly.

      The explosions start in little bursts. Like a firework display that’s gone off too soon. It takes a minute before the explosions work their way down the chain to the front of the gated compound.

      Rhys gets into the passenger side door the moment the gates start to tremble on their hinges.

      “Fucking fall already,” I growl, watching the structure with a careful eye.

      “You could just drive through,” he suggests.

      “I like my face arranged the way it is. Not flattened by a two-ton gate.”

      It takes another minute for the Semtex explosives to do their job. Which is a minute longer that the Lombardis have to prepare.

      But I figure we can afford it. I don’t want this mission to be too easy. That shit’s no fun.

      Another tense few seconds tick past. And then—

      BOOM!

      The big payload hits. Iron shrieks as it’s torn to pieces. A fireball the size of a Volkswagen billows up and then rips in every direction, taking the exterior perimeter with it.

      The moment the gate crashes down, I stomp on the accelerator. Two more vehicles follow me inside, each containing five men. It seems like a relatively unthreatening group.

      Which is exactly what I want the Lombardis to think.

      Security is predictably massing up out front with their weapons drawn when I come to an abrupt stop in the paved driveway that precedes the Lombardi estate.

      Leaving our weapons in the car, Rhys and I clamber out with our hands raised.

      “Hey, boys,” I greet, smiling down the line at the gobsmacked security, all of whom look like they’re still trying to get their bearings after our admittedly aggressive entrance.

      I glance back at the fallen gate. “Heard there was a wedding today,” I continue. “So I thought we’d gate-crash.”

      I’m not expecting a laugh, so I’m not disappointed. But I do make a mental note to tell Cillian about my punchline later. It’s the kind of stupid humor he lives for.

      “Hands up, stronzo! Don’t fucking move,” the soldier in charge says gruffly. He’s already got a sheen of sweat on his brow.

      I raise my eyebrows. “My hands are already up,” I point out. “I’m unarmed. Like I said, I just came to give my congratulations to the groom.”

      “You’re that Irish motherfucker, aren’t you?” he snarls. His dark eyes are growing more and more confident as he counts the number of men behind me. Dumb bastard really thinks the odds are in his favor.

      “Kian O’Sullivan,” I confirm. “That’s a name you should already be familiar with.”

      “Why would we care about some jumped-up brat from a backwater shithole?”

      My eyes go wide. The smile drops from my face instantly. “Excuse me?” I ask dangerously.

      “I said, some jumped-up—”

      “The other part,” I snarl. “You mentioned my country.”

      His eyes glisten with bloodlust. He realizes he’s stumbled on the one insult that’s really gonna get a rise out of me. Unfortunately for this poor son of a bitch, getting a rise out of me is only going to end badly for him.

      To be fair, today was going to end badly for him no matter what he said.

      But this certainly didn’t help matters.

      “Ah. Yes. I called it an illiterate, potato-eating boondocks filled with drunk sheep fuckers and red-headed whores.”

      He’s probably so focused on my reactions that he’s barely even concentrating on the men at my rear. All those proud Irishmen he’s just insulted right along with me.

      I shake my head. “You fucking idiot,” I sigh. “You had the option of a quick and painless death. I hope that pitiful cliché was worth it.”

      He looks at me in surprise. His men laugh as though I’m high on something.

      “You decided to crash the Lombardi compound with eleven fucking men?” he demands. “None of you are even armed.”

      “No,” I admit with a shrug. Then I gesture behind him. “But they are.”

      The collective click of fifty different guns being cocked at the same time has the exact effect I’m looking for.

      While this fucking moron was busy throwing around the least inspired insults of my countrymen I’ve ever heard, three teams of O’Sullivan men were creeping around his flanks. And now that he realizes the mistake he’s made, it’s far too late to do anything about it.

      His eyes dart from side to side. He’s too scared to turn around. There’s a mouthful of hot lead waiting for him in every direction.

      “Drop your fucking weapons,” my lieutenant Conor barks.

      A few Lombardi men do it immediately. Others are more reluctant.

      “If you won’t listen to my man, maybe you’ll listen to your don,” I say. I nod towards Conor.

      My men part and Oisin pushes out none other than Giorgio Lombardi, don of this rebellious fucking collective of too-big-for-their-britches Italians.

      He’s been beaten, gagged, and bound. The coat of his tux is torn to tatters and gobs of his own blood stain the lapels of his crisp white shirt. Both eyes are blackened. Splits litter his forehead, each weeping more crimson blood.

      He looks like utter dogshit.

      I give Oisin a nod and he rips the gag free.

      “You motherfuckers!” Giorgio bellows instantly.

      I walk up towards him. Still stunned by how fast their world is crumbling to pieces, his men part like bowling pins to let me through.

      The moment I reach Giorgio, I slug him hard in the gut, forcing him down to his knees in front of me.

      “Let’s try this again, shall we?” I say pleasantly. “Tell your men to drop their weapons.”

      When he remains silent, I grab him by the scruff of his neck and yank him up to his feet. Then I withdraw the knife in my boot and hold it up to his throat.

      “You should re-think your current security systems,” I tell him. “My men have been in your house all morning and you didn’t even know it.”

      I press the knife to his throat, leaving a tiny cut that allows out only a drop of blood. “I don’t like repeating myself, Giorgio. Give the order.”

      “Drop your weapons,” he mutters reluctantly.

      His men lower their guns. As soon as they hit the floor, my soldiers rush around and strip them all out of reach.

      “Who are you?” Giorgio says in a low, frightened voice.

      Irritation flickers across my eyes. “Seriously?” I glare at him without removing the knife from his throat, though I do take note of the large whale tattoo that covers most of his flushed skin. “You should know who I am, you stupid motherfucker. You’ve been encroaching on my territory for months now.”

      I shake my head and sigh. Some men never learn until it’s too late.

      “If it had been a matter of simple ignorance,” I continue, “I would have taught you a lesson and we could have put all this ugliness behind us. But this was never about ignorance. This was about disrespect. You chose to challenge my clan and I am here to assure you that that was a mistake, my friend. Problem is, when you ask for trouble, you better be fucking sure you can handle it.”

      He looks at me with dark eyes. Hope is fading from them quickly. He has only minutes left in his life. Maybe not even that.

      “Your men slaughtered everyone in my house,” he says in horror. “The halls are filled with blood.”

      I look him in the eye. “Helena Selznick.”

      “What?” He blinks in utter confusion.

      I give Oisin the order—a silent raising of my fist—without ever looking away from Giorgio.

      The cacophony of gunshots extinguishes all other sound. Giorgio flinches again and again and again.

      More sounds follow.

      The thump-thump-thump of dozens of Lombardi bodies hitting the ground.

      A few bedraggled moans from the unfortunate survivors, quickly silenced as Oisin and Conor stride around to finish them off.

      “Helena Selznick,” I repeat when silence resumes.

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “A month ago, you gave the order to storm an O’Sullivan warehouse. She was one of the women working there when your men arrived. Helena Selznick. A single mother with a ten-year-old daughter named Corinne. Helena had brought Corinne to work that day. Do you want to know what happened to her?”

      “No,” he bleats. “No, God, no!”

      I force him onto his back. He’s trembling from head to toe and tossing his head everywhere as if praying that someone, somewhere, will intervene to save his miserable life.

      But no matter where he looks, all he can see are the dead, rotting bodies of the men he thought would protect him.

      No one is coming.

      No one cares.

      “You’re going to hear it anyway,” I tell him. “Helena Selznick. She was held down and raped while her daughter was forced to watch.”

      His eyes dart around wildly, but I know he’s listening to me.

      “Corinne watched as your men took Helena again and again and again. At some point, she passed out. She couldn’t take it anymore. And when she woke up, Helena was dead. She’d had her throat slit.” I put my boot on Giorgio’s stomach and lean in a little. “Do you remember the warehouse raid now?”

      He’s spluttering tears and snot and blood. Every twitch draws my knife a little farther down his throat. The stream of red blood trickling into his collarbone grows thicker and thicker.

      “I’ve ordered many raids,” he gasps. “I don’t remember them. It’s just business!”

      “Interesting.” I shrug. “I would have thought you’d remember this one.”

      I redouble my grip on the knife and adjust the weight of my knee on Giorgio’s chest. He wheezes in desperation. His breath is harder and harder to come by.

      Only a little longer left, my friend.

      “You see, Aisling told me that the man who ordered her mother to be raped had a whale tattoo on his neck,” I inform him. “In fact, she remembers that very, very clearly. Not such a common thing, is it?

      His eyes widen. This is it. This is the end for him.

      “No!” he screams. “Don’t—!”

      I drag my knife across his throat and end his pitiful fucking life.
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        * * *

      

      “Boss?”

      I get to my feet and wipe my blade against the seat of my trousers. “Yes?”

      “What should we do about that one?”

      Rhys gestures towards the entrance of the mansion. I look up to see a young girl, standing at the threshold, her little hands clinging hard to the doorframe. She’s wearing an ivory frock with a pink sash around the waist. Blood is splashed across her clothes like gruesome abstract art.

      “A kid?” I ask, dumbfounded.

      “Lombardi’s daughter,” Rhys informs me. “The son wasn’t on the property when we did our initial sweep.”

      “She wasn’t supposed to be here, either,” I grimace quietly.

      I walk forward slowly. I expect her to try running. But the girl just stands her ground and stares. Even when I squat down in front of her, she doesn’t so much as flinch.

      There’s a crescent moon scar on her right cheek. It’s fresh. She must’ve caught a ricochet or hurt herself trying to flee in the chaos. I tear away a piece of the sleeve from my shirt and use it to dab off the small droplets of blood on her face.

      She doesn’t move. Not even once.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” I tell her.

      I don’t expect a reply, which is why I’m mildly surprised when she speaks. “You killed my papa.”

      There’s no accusation in her tone. No blame. Just the desperate curiosity of a child who wants to understand. She can’t be older than seven. Five, six at the most.

      There’s no point in hiding from what I’ve done. “Yes,” I say solemnly. “I did.”

      “Why?”

      I’ll always be the villain in her memories. There is no fighting it. My name will haunt her forever. But maybe I can leave her with something that will make her think back on this moment with new clarity when she’s older.

      “Sometimes, even decent men must do terrible things for the greater good.”

      Then I put the torn fabric of my sleeve into her tiny hand and walk away.
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Twenty Years Later—Long Island, New York

        

      

    

    
      I’m one lap shy of twenty miles. But I’m nowhere close to tired. So I keep going. Hoping that if I just keep moving, maybe at some point, I can burn out my anger.

      It’s been eleven years since I took up running, trying to do that exact thing.

      Quiet the inner fire. Calm the inner screams.

      And still, no luck.

      When I finish my eightieth loop around the track, the sun is close to setting and the sky is painted in hues of green and teal. If I were the romantic type, I might have taken a moment to sit down and enjoy the sunset.

      Too bad I’m not the fucking romantic type.

      I walk to the end of the garden to the low brick wall that my brother Drago started building a few years ago. He always said he wanted it to be ten feet tall. Of course, he got to waist-height before he gave up and found something new to occupy his time.

      I straddle the structure and look down the tiny slope that leads to the road. The house’s raised elevation gives me a decent vantage point of the surrounding houses, as well as a bird’s-eye-view of one of Long Island’s busier roads.

      Drago moved us here about five years ago. At the time, it was a decent neighborhood. Familial, in a sense. But the atmosphere has since downgraded.

      I blame Drago.

      He blames the Irish.

      My logic makes more sense, but Drago talks louder, so he inevitably thinks he’s won the argument. That’s how things always go with him.

      I notice a young couple walking down the road, hand in hand. Both look around my age, possibly a year or two younger. She’s wearing tight jeans and a skintight crop top. He’s wearing baggy jeans and a hoodie with some university emblazoned across the chest.

      I can’t relate to them at all. They might as well be aliens from another planet for all I care.

      My eyes flicker down to their entwined hands. When was the last time someone touched me so tenderly? When was the last time someone told me they loved me?

      The fact that I can’t remember should be depressing. Honestly, though, it’s not.

      Mainly because I’ve blanketed myself in numbness for so long that sometimes even when I want to feel something, I can’t.

      Maybe it’s because I’ve been moved around and isolated my entire life.

      Maybe it’s because I was raised by a psychopath who calls himself my protector.

      Or maybe it’s because I watched my father get slaughtered by a monster when I was five years old.

      That’s Drago’s theory, at least. And he’s always right. Just listen to how loud he is, yeah?

      “You’re dead inside, Renata,” he always says. “You’re dead inside just like me. You know why? Because that Irish fucker killed our father. He forced us to go on the run. He took away my legacy, my destiny. But don’t worry, little sister, I’m going to get it back. Mark my words—I’m going to piss on his body.”

      Lots there to unpack. Am I dead inside? Drago used to tell me that endlessly when I was still a little girl. He told me that I couldn’t feel things because the O’Sullivan fucker ripped out my soul the day he killed Papa.

      One day, I’d like to make up my own mind about things. But Drago’s voice is so loud that he blocks out mine.

      I’ve grown up with the shadow of Kian O’Sullivan hanging over my head. He’s the ever-present ghost, the ghoul in the closet, the monster underneath my bed. I’ve been told I need to hate him my entire life.

      And so I do hate him. I do.

      But sometimes, the hate burns so badly that I feel like I’m going to pass out from the ache of it. And in those moments—in those weak moments—I wonder if it wouldn’t just be easier to let go of the hate once and for all.

      Kian’s face floats across my vision, blurring out the young couple who are walking past the house now.

      On that bloody day twenty years ago, he looked like a man to me. But it occurs to me with a sudden start that he couldn’t have been any older than I am now. His eyes were a soft, clear blue. His hair was brown, with streaks of something closer to blond. Jaw sharp as a razor, chin strong and proud.

      Even as a child, I remember thinking, He looks like a prince from a fairytale.

      That was back when I read fairytales. Back when I believed in them.

      In some ways, that made it harder to process. And so much harder to understand. When evil looks like evil, it’s easier to spot. Easier to run from. Easier to despise.

      But when evil doesn’t look like evil… what do you do then?

      You look for other things. You look for reminders that the angel approaching you is in fact a devil.

      I might have walked right into Kian O’Sullivan’s arms if it hadn’t been for the blood splattered all over him.

      My father’s blood.

      I hold onto that. The way Kian reeked of blood and gore. The way he seemed completely unaffected by all the corpses he had to step over to get to me.

      I can’t see the young couple on the road anymore, but I can hear their dying laughter as it fades away. When was the last time I’d laughed—about anything?

      It’s been a long fucking time.
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        * * *

      

      I slip back into the house and turn on a few lights as I move through it. It’s a one-story, two-bedroom ranch. The smallest home we’ve ever lived in. Drago insisted that he could have bought a bigger place, but he wanted to “fly under the radar.” Too bad I stopped believing his spin the day he dragged me out of hell. But that’s another story.

      The money is dwindling. A combination of two things: Drago’s excessive spending in the early years of our forced exile and the fact that his so-called “business deals” are really just desperate attempts to try and reverse our fortunes.

      Drago gets stupid when he gets desperate.

      He also gets angry. Really, really angry.

      I’ve got the scars to prove it.

      I’m just stepping out of the shower when I hear the door slam. It seems to vibrate through the house. I sigh deeply and slip on my underwear.

      I always make sure to keep the bathroom door locked. It makes me uncomfortable when Drago walks in on me—a creepy habit he’d fallen into a few years ago.

      I grab the black matching bra and put it on. Automatically, my eyes go to the square mirror in front of the sink.

      I look at myself with a critical eye. My legs are hard and well-toned from all the running. I used to think that if my body was strong enough, it might erase the scars etched on my skin. Trauma from my weaker days.

      But as I’ve gotten older, I’ve begun to realize that weakness comes in all shapes and sizes. Sometimes, it can even masquerade as strength.

      “Renata! Where the fuck are you?”

      I put on my favorite pair of blue jeans and a short white t-shirt that I’ve had since I was a teenager. I leave my thick brown hair loose as I head back into the main body of the house.

      It’s meant to be open plan, though out here in the boonies of Long Island, that mostly means that all the living spaces are mashed in together with little to differentiate them. A half-wall cleaves out the kitchen, but everything else is a confused jumble.

      Drago is hunched in front of the fridge, his back to me. I don’t have to see his face to know he’s pissed off.

      There can only be one reason for that kind of reaction.

      “How’d it go?” I ask, making sure to keep a wide berth between us.

      “How do you fucking think?” he growls, slamming the fridge door so hard I hear something break inside.

      “Careful,” I warn before I can stop myself. “We can’t afford to buy a new one.”

      He whips around and glares at me. His brown eyes are darker than mine and ten times more affecting.

      When I see his face, I gasp. He’s got a split lip, a bruised cheek, and a trickle of dried blood running down the edge of his jaw.

      “What are you trying to say?” he demands. “That I don’t have money? That I can’t afford a fucking fridge?” He rounds the small kitchen island menacingly.

      I try to back away without being too obvious. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Haven’t I provided for you all these years?” he seethes.

      His chest rises and falls with the force of his anger. We’ve played out this scene in so many different iterations over the course of our time in exile.

      My head hurts from the predictability of each beat.

      Another botched attempt on the Clan.

      Another failed venture to try and gain the upper hand.

      Another futile effort to try and restore the family honor.

      He may not be the strongest or the smartest man, my brother. But he’s always been the most determined. The most dedicated. I say that to him all the time. But lately, it’s stopped sounding like a compliment. Now, it just sounds like I’m listing flaws.

      “You have provided—”

      “Not enough for you, princess?” he growls, cutting me off. “Not the lifestyle you want?”

      “That is not what I said.”

      “You want someone to blame, blame him—”

      “I do—”

      “Blame the fucker who stole my birthright, slaughtered our father, and turned our family legacy to dust in one fucking afternoon!”

      “I know—”

      And I do know. I know everything Drago’s about to say before he says it.

      I’m a fucking don.

      “I’m a fucking don!”

      But because of that Irish fucker, I’m in exile.

      “…But because of that Irish fucker, I’m in exile!”

      Despite all that, I kept you alive. Another man might have gotten rid of the dead weight. But not me. You owe me your life.

      “Despite all that, I kept you alive. Another man might have gotten rid of the dead weight. But not me. You owe me your life!”

      I nod. “I know, Drago. I—”

      Normally, that’s enough to placate him.

      But not tonight, it seems. Tonight, he lunges forward to seize a fistful of my hair and tug me towards him.

      If I’d known he was feeling violent, I would’ve kept out of arm’s reach. But he caught me by surprise. The yank pulls me off-balance and I slam into the cheap tile floor. My knees scream in protest and the impact sends a ripple of shock up my whole spine.

      He wants to inflict pain. Which usually means he wasn’t just defeated. He’s been humiliated, too. There’s nothing like beating up on a woman to make a weak man feel strong.

      “Drago, please,” I beg. “Let me go.”

      “You need to learn gratitude,” he snarls.

      Then, as suddenly as he grabbed me, he releases me. I gasp, clutching my head, half-convinced my scalp will be bare and bleeding.

      I’m desperate to retreat to my room. But the door there is flimsy and Drago is in fine form this evening. Better to stay here where I can see him.

      Besides, my brother likes an audience when he’s pontificating. And I know he’s nowhere close to done.

      “You’ll get him,” I whisper, because I know he wants reassurance. “Eventually.”

      “I know that.” He glowers at me.

      He wants more fight from me. More violence. He wants to feel something break beneath his hands. But I refuse to be that something.

      His shoulders square as he turns to me, his eyes sparking with fire. “I’m going to—”

      “Piss on his body,” I say, beating him to the punch. “I know. You’ve said that already.”

      That was a bad thing to blurt. Drago’s eyes narrow. He lashes out instantly, slamming his fist into the side of my face.

      I roll to the side at the last second, so the blow isn’t as painful as it might have been. But it hurts nonetheless. Pain washes down the side of my face. My crescent moon scar tingles like it always does in times like this.

      Like it did back when I—

      No, don’t go there, Renata, I counsel myself. Don’t relive that nightmare.

      “You smart-mouthed bitch!” he rages as he makes another grab for me.

      I duck out of his reach and scramble around the kitchen island. But he’s after me, huge and stumbling, determined to teach me a lesson.

      “No, Drago… please…” I know it’s pointless pleading with him. But it’s instinctive.

      “Come here, you little whore!”

      I run farther around the kitchen island, forcing him to chase me. He’s slow today, but I know I won’t be able to keep doing laps around the countertop forever.

      Even though that’s kind of funny, in a dark, morbid way. I’m picking up right where I left off this afternoon.

      Lap number eighty-one…

      Lap number eighty-two…

      “I’m going to beat some fucking sense into you!”

      Lap number eighty-three…

      I trip and fall against the fridge.

      The sound of glass clatters from inside. Something’s definitely broken in there. When I flip around on my ass, Drago is only inches from me.

      Time slows.

      I process things one little chunk, one little observation at a time.

      His hand reaching out. Dirt under the fingernails. Pinky bent in the wrong direction from when he broke it years ago.

      His eyes bulging in their sockets. Brown like mine, but mottled and muted with anger. Shot through with violence.

      Maybe this time isn’t like all the others. Maybe this time, he’s really snapped. Maybe this time, he is going to do what he’s always threatened: ruin me because I’m the one thing left under his control.

      I spot the stray knife lying carelessly on the counter next to the fridge. I grab it and hold it up just as Drago lunges down towards me again. I just want to scare him away from me. I just want him to leave me alone.

      But both our eyes go wide when he charges forward despite the knife between us… and the naked blade sinks into his stomach.

      When he pulls back, he looks stunned.

      Then his gaze falls slowly to the gushing wound in his lower abdomen.

      “Oh my God…” I breathe.

      I look down at my shaking hand. It’s still holding the knife. A knife whose blade is coated in blood so bright it barely looks real.

      I drop it, sending little drops of red flying everywhere. My brother stumbles back, his hand falling against the wound as he tries to stop the bleeding. He hits the wall and slumps slowly to the floor.

      “You… you fucking stabbed me…”

      I’m still shaking when I reach for my cell phone. 9-1-1 is hard to type with fingers trembling as bad as mine are. I fumble again and again, but somehow, I dial.

      “Help!” I scream into the phone as soon as it picks up. I can’t hear what the person on the other end is saying, so I just scream it again. “Help! Help! Help!”

      The phone falls out of my bloodstained hands. I leave it where it is, that tinny first responder voice still calling out, “Hello? Hello?”

      Scrambling forward, I grab one of the kitchen towels that’s hanging from the oven door and fall to my knees beside Drago. “I’m sorry,” I gasp breathlessly as I try to staunch the blood flow with the kitchen towel. “I’m sorry.”

      His eyes flicker over my face. “Not… not as sorry… as you’re gonna be…”

      Despite the fact that he’s gasping for breath, the threat still carries weight.

      I leave the towel in his hands and back away slowly. He grabs my hand, his nails digging into my skin. But he’s weak enough that I manage to shake off his grip and clamber to my feet.

      That’s when I hear a gentle knocking at the door. “They’re here,” I gasp. “Thank fucking God.”

      I rush to the door anyway, praising the heavens for the quick response time. But the moment I throw it open, I freeze. The fear I’m already feeling thickens. It spreads through my body until I feel like I’m being consumed whole.

      The man at my door is definitely not a police officer, or an EMT, or a firefighter, or anyone who can help me at all.

      But I know him.

      I’ve only ever seen him once in my life—when I was five years old on the day of my father’s wedding.

      But I’d remember that face anywhere.

      A devil with an angel’s eyes.

      The face of my nightmares.

      The bane of my brother’s existence.

      It’s Kian O’Sullivan.
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AN HOUR EARLIER—IN A SURVEILLANCE VAN OUTSIDE OF AN NYC O’SULLIVAN WAREHOUSE

        

      

    

    
      I crack my neck and reach for the flask I keep in the glove compartment for occasions exactly like this one: boring fucking surveillance. The only way to make it halfway tolerable is to drink through it.

      Phoenix Kovalyov looks at me with raised eyebrows, like he’s waiting for an explanation.

      “Want some?” I ask, offering him the flask.

      He takes it without hesitation and downs a large swig without so much as a cringe. My turn to raise an eyebrow.

      “Dad and I started doing nightcaps when I turned sixteen,” he replies by way of explanation. “And you know him—Don Artem Kovalyov only drinks the best of the best.”

      I chuckle. “Is your mother aware of that?”

      Phoenix gives me a shrug. “I think it falls under the Bratva’s blanket ‘Don’t ask, don’t tell’ policy.”

      “Fair enough. It’s a rite of passage. And you are… I wanna say nineteen?”

      “Twenty-two,” he growls.

      I suppress a smile. I know his age. I just like teasing the kid.

      Mostly because he’s got his father’s demeanor—all dark and broody. Every teenage girl’s fucking wet dream, no doubt. But then, he’s been getting attention from women twice his age since he was barely a teenager. The kid has certainly benefited from his parents’ combined genetic pool.

      “Twenty-two,” I repeat, like it’s news to me. “No shit. Feels like just yesterday you were born. A little bundle of joy.”

      He shoots me a pointed glare. “You’re not gonna get all sentimental on me, are you, Uncle Kian?” he drawls. “I’m not afraid to whoop an old man’s ass.”

      “Might be hard to do when you’re still learning the ropes, kid,” I remind him. “Old dog like me still has plenty of tricks up his sleeve.”

      Phoenix turns his attention to the small group of men toiling in the warehouse shadows. We’ve been watching them grunt and sweat for almost twenty minutes now. They don’t have a fucking clue we’re here. “So what’s the lesson tonight, then?” he asks. “How to sit back and watch as enemies fuck with your warehouse while you just watch?”

      “Sometimes, it’s a mind game,” I tell him. “Other times, it’s a head game.”

      He frowns. “What’s the difference?”

      “See? This is exactly why your father sent you here to learn from me,” I tell him. “He operates by breaking first and asking questions later—or never. I think before I act.”

      That gets a smile out of the kid. “Can I tell him you said that?”

      “Please do,” I laugh. “You have my blessing.”

      The men out ahead of us are shuffling quickly between their white van and the circuit breaker next to the gate.

      “A mind game is all about the enemy. You get into their heads, fuck with them from the inside out. A head game is all about you. It’s about being smart.”

      Phoenix absorbs that for a moment. “And this is… a mind game?”

      “Head game,” I correct. “We have to be smart.”

      “Why?” Phoenix demands. “There’s like four guys out there. You’ve got at least double that number inside the warehouse alone. And even without backup, you and I can take those fuckers alone.”

      He’s definitely got his father’s confidence. His trigger finger is tapping on his knee, eager to reach for the gun at his hip and start blasting.

      “All true,” I concede. “But what are they doing out there?”

      “They’re trying to find a way into the compound,” he guesses.

      I shake my head. “Nah. They’re not interested in sticking around.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I’ve been dealing with these little shits for the last twenty years,” I reply. “This is what they do. Pathetic little attempts to undermine my power in this city. They’re not strong enough to come at me directly. So they do this shit instead. They’re wiring up a bomb next to the gate.”

      “That’s a bomb?”

      “Surely, you’ve had bomb training.”

      His expression sours. “Not my favorite thing to learn. Only cowards use bombs. Men look their enemies in the eyes when they kill them.”

      “Learn it anyway,” I tell him.

      “I can hire someone to deal with that shit for me,” Phoenix replies with the typical arrogance of a kid whose been born into the mob life.

      “Yeah? And what happens when you’re staring in the face of a ticking bomb and you don’t have time to call for help?” I demand. “What then?”

      “What are the chances of that happening?”

      “In this business? High. Very high.”

      He grumbles something under his breath but fades into silence quickly.

      “I don’t get it,” he says after another moment has passed. “So it’s a bomb. They want to fuck your shit up. Why just sit back and watch?”

      “Bombs are tricky,” I explain. “Temperamental. Sometimes, the men that handle them are worse. If I ambush them now, they’re likely to blow up the entire place. A show of force is important, yes—no one is denying that. But exhibiting restraint is just as important. It can save unnecessary casualties.”

      “What if they detonate?”

      “They’re not going to risk it while they’re here,” I reply. “They’re going to drive off into the distance before they think of detonation.”

      “And that’s when you’ll stop them?”

      I nod. “Exactly.”

      I spot Drago Lombardi bring up the rear as all four men head back to their white van. He’s bulkier and more brutish-looking than his father. But he lacks Giorgio’s guile.

      I’m basing that observation on twenty years’ worth of botched attempts on my life. I gave him a pass for the first dozen years or so, citing youth and inexperience and pure, dumb rage. But as I’ve aged, I’m realizing that it isn’t about any of those things. The Lombardi heir is just stupid. A muscle-bound moron fueled by nothing more complex than the need to see me dead.

      His last name is an anchor dragging him to the bottom of a very black ocean. For a long time, I’ve pitied him too much to kill him. Lately, I’m starting to wonder whether ending his miserable life might be the more merciful option after all.

      “They’re leaving,” Phoenix comments, glancing at me.

      Sure enough, Lombardi and his goons are piling into their van with glances all around to make sure they’re escaping unseen.

      I see one of them give a thumbs-up and mouth, “Coast is clear.”

      All I can do is laugh. The moment the white van takes off, I make a call to Rhys.

      “Boss?” he answers.

      I stopped mentally cringing at the title years ago, once I’d accepted that—in New York, at least—I’m effectively the O’Sullivan don. America is my kingdom now.

      “They’re on the move,” I report. “Make sure you secure the detonator first. Then kill them all. Except the Lombardi boy.”

      “You sure?”

      I watch as the van disappears around the corner. “Yes,” I sigh. “I’m sure.”

      I hang up and get out of the car. Phoenix follows behind me.

      “Why not have him killed, too?” he asks as we approach the small cable box next to the gate.

      The rigging is sloppy but effective. It’ll definitely take out a portion of the warehouse if it goes off. I have no intentions of letting that happen.

      I ignore Phoenix’s question for now. Truth is that I don’t have an easy answer at the ready.

      It’s not guilt I feel for Drago Lombardi. And it’s not quite pity. It’s something, though. I wish I fucking had a name for it.

      “Do you need me to call someone?” Phoenix asks when I don’t answer.

      “For what?” I ask.

      “For that,” he says, jutting his chin at the homemade bomb plastered to my warehouse.

      “Why call someone when you can do it yourself?” I ask with a smirk. I open the small cable box and start examining the wires that have been tampered with. “There’s a tool box in the boot of the car. Be a pal and go grab it for me.”

      Phoenix saunters to the van and retrieves the box in question. When he jogs back over to me, I open it up and peruse the contents.

      I can feel him staring down at me uneasily. If I were a less experienced man, I might have found it distracting.

      “Calm down, kid,” I reassure him. “I’ve done this before.”

      “Jordi’s inside the warehouse,” Phoenix points out. “Why not just call him?”

      “Should I be insulted by your lack of confidence in me? That’s three times now you’ve asked if I know what I’m doing.”

      I raise my eyes for a moment and he shuffles on his feet. “I’m just saying…”

      I shake my head. “You gotta get better at lying, Phoenix,” I laugh. “I could call Jordi, yeah. But if he opens the gate to get to us, the bomb will detonate.”

      With the pliers in my hand, I point at a gaggle of wires stretching off to the right. “You see that wire over there? It’s connected to the door lever. Pull this and that one goes off. Get it?”

      He looks, assesses, and sees that I’m right. “Goddammit,” he grumbles with a nod. “Yeah, I see it.”

      He’s a smart kid. Brash, of course, but what heir to the throne isn’t? We all learn our lessons one way or another. That’s why he’s here in New York with me. To prepare himself for the day he takes over the Kovalyov Bratva out in Los Angeles.

      When his time comes, he’s going to be a fucking titan.

      I pull out the wire cutter and step up to the box just as my phone starts to ring. “Yeah?” I reply as I answer.

      “It’s done, boss,” Rhys informs me. “I’ve got three bodies and the detonator.”

      “And Lombardi?”

      “We let the fucker go, per your instructions,” Rhys replies. He doesn’t sound happy about it. “He took off in the white van.”

      “Perfect,” I say. “You boys can head on back then. I’ll finish up.”

      I end the call and focus my attention back on the thin collection of wires in front of me.

      It takes me only a few minutes to zone in on the right wire. A thin red one that snakes around the gate switches.

      “Well?” Phoenix asks when I don’t volunteer any information from the call.

      “The boys grabbed the detonator. Lombardi got away in his van.”

      “You told them to let him go.”

      “Yes.”

      “I thought you’d want them to follow him.”

      “I’ll do that part myself,” I say. “It’s time I deal with Drago Lombardi face to face.”

      “But—” Phoenix breaks off as realization dawns on his face. He looks a lot like his mother Esme when his features are relaxed. It’s only when he’s got violence on his mind that he starts to look like his father.

      “You planted a tracker on the van,” he realizes.

      I smile. “Very good.”

      “So you know where he’s hiding.”

      “As soon as he gets to his little cave, I’ll know where to go, yes.”

      Then I press down on the red wire using the wire cutters. It snaps in half. A small spark goes up along the corners of the gate.

      And just like that, the whole contraption turns into nothing more than a jumble of junk metal.

      Better luck next time, Drago.

      “There,” I say, turning to Phoenix. “Now the gate’s safe to open. You can head on inside and run clean-up.”

      “Where are you going?”

      I raise my phone and pull up the app that’s currently tracking Lombardi’s path towards Long Island.

      “To deal with the motherfucker who just tried to kill me.”

      I turn back towards the car. I’m halfway into the driver’s seat when Phoenix calls out after me.

      “Kian?”

      “Yeah?”

      “It’s been twenty years,” he says. “Why haven’t you killed this guy before now?”

      I think about my answer for a long moment. The night around me is quiet and still. Not for long, though. Soon, it’ll be filled with the screams of Drago Lombardi.

      “He’s been a minor thorn in my side for a long time now,” I say carefully. “And I understood the reasons why. But every man has a limit. I’ve just reached mine.”

      He looks across the concrete expanse at me. A solemn grimace spreads across his face as he processes what I’ve said.

      Then he smiles. “So… this would be a mind game then?”

      I grin back. “You’re a quick learner.”
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      The drive to Long Island is quiet and smooth. I set my phone on the dash and follow the path of Lombardi’s blinking red dot. It stops in a little neighborhood deep in residential territory.

      I’m surprised that’s where he’s holing up, actually. More down-to-earth than I would’ve expected. Especially since, from everything I know of Lombardi, he’s a high flier. Or at least, he tries to be. Which can only mean one thing: his resources aren’t as plentiful as he would have me believe.

      I hone in closer. Soon, I’m a block away, at the foot of a modest little road sloping upwards. Nondescript houses dot the lots on either side of me. All the lights are off.

      Except for one.

      The white van is parked outside the fifth house on the right. I see a few illuminated windows in the home. No sign of movement, though.

      Right on cue, I get a call from Phoenix. I park at the very bottom of the road and answer.

      “We just finished a complete sweep of the warehouse,” he informs me. “Everything looks good.”

      “Excellent.”

      “How’re things on your end?”

      “I’ve got the little fucker cornered,” I tell him. “But I’m going to need a clean-up team here as soon as possible. His body needs to disappear.”

      “Got it,” Phoenix replies. “I’m coming, too.”

      “Okay. See you soon. It’ll all be ready when you get here.”

      “Wait—”

      “Yeah?”

      “You’re going in on your own?” Phoenix asks incredulously.

      “Yes.”

      “But you don’t know how many men he has in there.”

      “Guess I’ll find out.”

      “Kian…”

      “Don’t worry, kid,” I tell him. “You’re starting to sound like your mother. I know it sounds like I’m taking a risk. But I’m not. I know this guy. He’s all sizzle, no steak.”

      Phoenix snorts. “Fine. I’ll be there with the cleanup crew as soon as possible. Just… be careful, Uncle.”

      “Where’s the fun in that?” I hang up and drop the phone in the passenger seat.

      Outside, the neighborhood is really fucking quiet. The kind of quiet that radiates from a bunch of working-class stiffs who are too tired at the end of the day to do anything but sleep like the dead.

      I eye the front door of the Lombardi safehouse as I approach. One cursory glance tells me there’s no security at all. No barriers that will keep me from entering.

      It’s like the bastard wants to be slaughtered.

      I step right up to the door and knock as though I’m paying them a friendly social call. I hear running footsteps almost immediately. Frantic, actually.

      Then the door swings open.

      The young woman standing opposite me is not who I’m expecting. And based on her reaction, I’m not who she’s expecting either.

      “Oh, God…” she breathes.

      Her light brown eyes are wide with alarm. It does nothing to detract from her obvious beauty.

      Dark hair swept wild around her face, but still silky and begging to be yanked. She’s got a petite frame, tempting curves, and yet she’s small enough that my hands are itching to throw her around the room and squeeze moans from her again and again.

      She’s the kind of girl I’d love breaking.

      But she’s looking at me like the boogeyman just showed up on her doorstep.

      I smile softly and shove my way into the house. By the time I’m finished here, she’ll be wishing it was the boogeyman instead.
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      The girl doesn’t take her eyes off me as I lock the door behind me. Her hands ball into fists as though she’s poised for a fight.

      As tiny and frail as she looks, I can’t just assume she’s not dangerous. It’s the fear in her amber eyes. Fear like a cornered animal. And I know from experience that sometimes, cornered animals are the most dangerous.

      I’ll admit, the girl has thrown a spanner into my plan. I’d counted on finding Drago here alone. Or, failing that, to be shooting the shit with any accomplices still surviving.

      The girl complicates matters.

      Doesn’t mean I won’t kill her if I have to. But “have to” all depends on her.

      “If you cooperate, then I won’t have to hurt you,” I tell her.

      She flinches strangely at the sound of my voice. The reaction puzzles me, but I brush it off. I don’t have time to try and decipher her every move.

      I frown. “Who are you?” I ask.

      It’s sheer curiosity that drives me to answer the question. It really shouldn’t matter who she is.

      But the curiosity only increases when she bites down on her lower lip and refuses to answer. There’s something about her nagging in the back of my mind. Something almost… familiar.

      But there’s no way I’ve ever seen her before. I’d remember someone as beautiful as her. Even if she does seem so fucking young. Her sharp nose and high cheekbones are almost harsh, gaunt. Or at least, they would be, if it weren’t for the big brown eyes and plump lips to soften them.

      She looks down, clearly uncomfortable with my scrutiny. But it’s almost like she has a secret to hide, too.

      “I’ll ask one more time,” I rumble. “Who are you?”

      She keeps her head down, but she looks up at me through her eyelashes. “What do you care?” she demands in a voice that’s low but fiery.

      Well, well. The little vixen has spirit.

      I shrug. “I suppose I don’t. But I’ve always been a curious motherfucker.”

      “At least you got the ‘motherfucker’ part right.”

      I raise my eyebrows in surprise, but I’m unable to keep the smile from my lips. “I guess my reputation precedes me.”

      She stands her ground and lifts her face up a little. I don’t miss the way her eyes dart from side to side. As though she’s waiting for someone else to appear. Or else she’s hiding something. Maybe both.

      “So can I assume you know who I am?” I press.

      She glowers at me. “I’ve known you my whole life,” she hisses.

      I frown, trying to figure out what that means. Nothing about this midnight house call is going the way I expected thus far.

      There’s an almost intimate quality in the way she says that. I’ve known you my whole life. Almost makes me shudder with an eerie sense of recognition. Ma used to call that “a ghost passing through you.” That’s how it feels. Otherworldly.

      “Your whole life, eh?” I ask, refusing to be affected by her or the weird feelings sweeping through me every time I catch those eyes raging at me.

      Or rather, I’m trying not to be affected. But the fact that I’m still standing here talking to her instead of doing what I came here to do proves that I’m not exactly succeeding in that regard.

      “My entire fucking life,” she seethes. “I know exactly who you are.”

      “Doesn’t sound like there’s a lot of love lost here.”

      “I wouldn’t exactly say that, no.”

      I shrug. “Well, whatever it is that got you all pissed off, my sincerest apologies. It was nothing personal.”

      “For men like you, nothing ever is.”

      “Speaking of men like me,” I say, glancing around the dimly lit living room, “where is Drago Lombardi?”

      Her eyes flicker to the side, but she stops herself just short of giving away his position. He’s in here, though. That much is obvious.

      I smile. “So the big man is indeed at home,” I remark. “Thanks for the confirmation.”

      She grits her teeth.

      “You his girlfriend or something?” I ask. What a pity it would be for a woman like her to be with someone like that slimy fuck.

      Her body tenses slightly, but she stops herself short of answering that one, too.

      “Don’t waste your life on him,” I advise, taking a step forward.

      She moves back instinctively, leaving the same four feet of space between us. Like we’re doing some pre-rehearsed dance.

      “He’s a nobody with no future. Literally. It ends tonight.”

      “You can’t kill him.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because…”

      She looks lost. Like she’s searching for an answer that she doesn’t have. She settles on, “Because he’s going to kill you first.” She looks as shocked by her own words as I am. Maybe even more so.

      I stare at her for a moment before my face cracks into insuppressible smile. “Is that right?” I chuckle. “Well, then, should I do the polite thing and wait for him to take his turn?”

      She takes another step back.

      “Like I said, I’m here for Lombardi. I don’t know who you are and frankly, I don’t give a fuck. But if you get in my way, I will dispose of you, too.”

      Not entirely true that I don’t give a fuck. I wouldn’t mind giving a fuck about a woman like her—for a night, at least.

      One night only. That’s all anyone ever gets from me. After everything that’s happened, that’s the only way to keep everyone safe.

      But fuck, that would be one hell of a night.

      “That’s what people are to you, aren’t they?” she accuses, her tone full of a venom that I still don’t fully understand. “Disposable?”

      “Yes,” I reply without blinking. “That is precisely what they are to me. Glad we settled that so succinctly. Now, are you going to cooperate or not?”

      She takes a moment to think about it. Then her head lowers. Submission—my favorite thing to see in this world.

      When I step towards her, she doesn’t back away from me. She just stands there with her head hanging and her hands limp at her sides.

      Why the fuck is there this nagging feeling in the back of my head every time I look at her? I want to attribute it to her looks. She’s beautiful. Young. Sexy. Pliable. Young. And young. Did I mention young?

      But it’s more than just that.

      “Now,” I say, trying to remind myself of the reason I’m here in the first place, “where is Drago—”

      The second I’m in range, she drives her knee upwards towards my groin.

      She’s fucking fast, but I’m faster.

      I shift my weight to the side just enough to take the brunt of the blow in my thigh instead of my balls. But she gets sufficient contact to make my eyes water and slow me down.

      And then she’s on the move. She darts to the left and around the wall that separates the main body of the house from the kitchen.

      I limp forward, quickly regaining my bearings.

      “Fucking fuck,” I mutter under my breath. I’ve played this whole thing stupidly. Now, I’m going to have to kill this girl and make her disappear along with Lombardi, wherever the hell that bastard is.

      But before I can follow her around to the back portion of the ugly house, she emerges, her eyes blazing. She’s got her body angled in an odd way. It’s only when she lunges at me that I realize she’s concealing a knife.

      It slashes across my face. I’m too slow this time and pain ignites across my left brow as she draws blood.

      “Fuck!” I roar.

      I’m both furious and impressed with how fast that escalated. Blood drips into my eyes, but I wipe it away fast and keep my gaze trained on her. She’s got the knife held in front of her, and she looks fucking glorious. All fury and determination and a deep-seated loathing that runs years deep.

      “Who the hell are you?” I snarl.

      “You’ve been my nightmare for twenty years,” she says defiantly. “Now, I get to be yours.”

      She lunges again, eager to find my throat. But this time, I’m ready for her.

      I let her get close. Until, at the last second, I lean away from the swiping blade, grab her knife-wielding wrist, and twist it around in the same motion, forcing her back against my chest.

      She screams as I pluck the bloodied knife from her fingers and fling it across the room. “No!” she whimpers. “No!”

      “That was a fucking mistake,” I whisper, into her ear. “I told you I wouldn’t hurt you if you complied.”

      I sweep her legs out from under her with one foot. While she’s airborne, I put one hand on her throat and use the momentum to spin and slam her into the wall behind me. The whole house shudders as I pin her there, a foot off the ground.

      Her feet are dancing on air and her hands scrabble at my wrist. But I don’t let go.

      This shit has gone on too far. My free hand finds my gun on my hip. Unholsters it, flicks the safety off, and raises to press it into the girl’s temple.

      It’s a shame to kill something so beautiful. But you can only get so close to fire before it burns you. Better to snuff it out before that happens.

      She’s still struggling as I put pressure on the trigger. Eyes wide as death hurtles towards her faster than she ever expected. And then…

      I notice something. Something I first noticed twenty years ago.

      A tiny, crescent moon scar on her right cheek.

      She stares back at me, the fury and fear competing in her deep brown eyes. Where is that little girl I’m remembering? The one who asked me why I did what I had done to her father? The one who stood still while I wiped the blood from her face—the blood pouring from the very scar I’m staring down at now?

      The innocence and confusion have disappeared. In their place is anger. Hate. Bitterness.

      I’ve known you my whole life. Isn’t that what she said to me?

      Now, I understand why.

      Now, I understand why she looks familiar.

      I met this girl once, two decades ago, long before she morphed into the enraged beauty before me now.

      I spared her then. A child’s life is not mine to take.

      But she’s not a child anymore. She’s a fucking liability. She’d slice my throat open if I gave her half a chance. So why not end it? Tie up the loose end. Close the twenty-year loop and wipe one more Lombardi spawn out of existence.

      She seems to realize that I’m not letting her out of my grip. That it’s pointless to keep struggling.

      And when she does accept that, her fear fades away. In its place comes blazing challenge.

      “Get it over with already,” she snarls through gritted teeth. “What are you waiting for?”

      I haven’t decided yet, I want to say.

      But before I can say that—or say anything—there’s a sudden, clumsy knock on the front door.

      I wrench the girl off the wall, tuck my gun away, and clamp my hand down over her mouth. I take care to make sure her lips are sealed underneath my palm. I have a feeling she’s a biter.

      “Excuse me?” a raised voice comes through from behind the door. “We received a distress call from this address.”

      “You called the fucking cops?” I hiss furiously in her ear.

      There’s no way she would have been able to make the call since I’ve been in the house. And there’s no way she could have known I was coming.

      Which means…

      I glance down at her. She made the call before I turned up.

      There’s something here I don’t understand yet.

      More knocking. This time louder. More impatient.

      I meet her gaze. “You will fucking play along,” I snarl. “If not, you die. So will every other man who walks through that door. You want their deaths on your hands? Go right ahead and sound the alarm.”

      I pull my hand away from her mouth, half expecting her to scream.

      She doesn’t, though. She just stands there, as though waiting for instructions.

      “Hello? Open up! Open the door!”

      My eyes slide down her body. “You’ve got blood on your clothes,” I note. Whose blood, I wonder? Mine? Hers? …Or someone else’s?

      I spot a sweatshirt thrown carelessly over one of the armchairs and grab it. “Put this on.”

      Surprisingly, she does exactly what I tell her. Then she turns to me, the anger still burning in her eyes.

      I need to think fast. My eyebrow is still throbbing from the slash she’s made in it. I turn to the closest mirror and take a look at myself. It’s not bad as I’m expecting. But it definitely looks like a fresh cut.

      Guess I’ll just have to wing it.

      I close the distance between us in two steps and tug up her sweatshirt before she can stop me. Then I grab the side of her t-shirt and rip off a long ribbon of fabric.

      “What the fuck?” she protests.

      “Sorry,” I say casually before dropping her sweatshirt back down.

      “Are you actually?”

      “No. Not even a little.”

      She glares at me furiously while the knocking continues. “Well, now what?” she snaps.

      I raise my eyebrows. “Now, you answer the goddamn door.”
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      My heart is beating hard, but I don’t know what I’m more scared of.

      Drago? The cops?

      …Or Kian O’Sullivan?

      The sweatshirt isn’t helping my anxiety. It’s Drago’s and it’s thick as hell, so I’m already sweating through it.

      The cop is halfway with another hard knock when I open it. His fist almost collides with my face, and as it does, his expression twists from impatience to shock in two seconds flat. But he recovers pretty fast.

      I take a good look at him. He’s an older man with a bunch of laugh lines around his eyes and a salt-and-pepper beard. There’s another cop standing behind him. This one’s younger, a little too blonde and a little too cheery as he looks me up and down.

      “Ma’am,” the older cop says by way of greeting, dipping his head down a little. “Sorry about the noise.”

      “No, no, I’m sorry,” I say quickly. “I was in the kitchen cooking and I just got distracted.”

      “She’s in a world of her own when she cooks. You could burn the house down and she wouldn’t even notice.” I stiffen instantly when Kian walks up behind me and starts talking so casually.

      I’d expected him to go hide. Especially with the gash over his eye from where I sliced him with the knife. But far from hiding, he’s out here in the open, brazenly chatting with the cops like he doesn’t have a care in the world.

      He’s balled up the torn fabric of my t-shirt and he’s holding it against the cut on his eyebrow. And still, he offers up his free hand to the older cop with a smile that makes him look like he’s ten years younger.

      They shake hands and I watch the surreal exchange. Surely this isn’t happening. I must be dreaming. This isn’t Kian fucking O’Sullivan in my house, shaking hands with cops and chuckling about cooking.

      “That’s a nasty injury,” the officer observes.

      Kian sighs like he’s embarrassed. “My fault. A foul ball caught the dirt wrong… I should have been paying better attention.”

      “Baseball player?”

      Kian nods. “It’s time for me to turn in my glove, though. I’m getting too old for the sport.”

      The older officer looks at Kian curiously. “And you are…?”

      “Jonathan O’Malley,” he says smoothly. “This is my wife, Courtney.”

      I nearly bug out at those words. His fucking what?

      “I’m Officer Ruben Sanchez,” the older cop introduces. He looks somewhat placated since we opened the door, but I do notice some suspicion lingering in his kind brown eyes. “This is my partner, Duncan Briggs. We’re responding to a distress call from this address.”

      Kian’s expression twists into shock. There’s a little alarm thrown in for good measure.

      He’s good. Really fucking good.

      “A distress call…?” he repeats, before glancing down towards me as though I have the explanation. “Honey, do you know what these gentleman are talking about?”

      There are two ways I can play this. I can call Kian’s bluff and out him in front of the cops—or I can take him at his word and play along.

      If I choose the former option, I’m running the risk of Kian killing not just me, but the two innocent men at my door along with me. There’s also the matter of the fact that my brother is bleeding out on the other side of the kitchen wall—and I’m the one who stabbed him. Best case scenario, I end up in jail.

      The decision is split second, and I commit to it as I turn to both cops.

      “No, I’m afraid I don’t,” I say, marveling at how calm and convincing my voice sounds. “I do know that sometimes our line gets crossed with other houses in the area.”

      “It is a congested area,” Sanchez muses. “And the phone companies these days…”

      “Very congested,” Kian says with a nod. “We’re thinking of moving soon, actually. The commute to work is a killer.”

      “Where do you work?”

      “Manhattan,” Kian replies without missing a beat. “I work for this little start-up IT firm.”

      “You don’t look like an IT guy,” Officer Sanchez comments.

      Kian laughs. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      I really want to stop looking at him, but I can’t. All the danger and menace that radiated from him only seconds ago is gone. With that smile on his face, he can only be described as charming.

      His looks definitely contribute. He’s got features that might have been called pretty if they weren’t seasoned with age. The blue eyes, the sun-kissed amber hair, the square of his jaw… It’s a lot to handle.

      I’ve heard somewhere that humanity tends to root for good-looking people. I’ve never believed that more than right now. But it’s not just his looks. He’s charismatic, too. I can feel Officer Sanchez and his colleague being drawn in by that charisma.

      If I had been the one with a fresh slice above my eyebrow, this might have played out differently. But since Kian’s the one sporting the wound, both officers seem eager to believe the story he’s given them.

      “Uh, Mr. O’Malley,” Sanchez says, “you seem like a very nice young couple, but I’m afraid because of the distress call…”

      “You have to look around,” Kian fills in instantly. “Of course. I completely understand.”

      He does? I’d expected him to get rid of them at the door. Then again, he has no idea that my brother is slumped against the kitchen wall with a gushing stab wound in his abdomen.

      If the cops end up doing a full inspection of the house, they’re sure to find him. And then what?

      Will Kian O’Sullivan really slaughter two police officers? In my heart, I have to believe that he would.

      And if he’ll kill them… what’s stopping him from killing me?

      Kian holds the door open wider and allows both cops to walk through. Then he drapes his arm around me casually. I tense against him, but his hand squeezes gently down on my shoulder.

      To the cops, I’m sure it looks like a gesture of comfort. But I recognize it for what it is: a warning.

      “How long have you lived here?” Sanchez asks, turning on the spot.

      The younger cop, Briggs, looks around more thoroughly, but his heart doesn’t seem in it. He’s more interested in observing Kian and me.

      “We’re renting, actually,” Kian replies. “We moved here a little over a year ago, just after we got married.”

      “Newlyweds?”

      “That’s us,” Kian says, looking down at me with an expression so loving that I almost do a double take. Hell, for a second there, I almost wonder if there was a wedding somewhere along the line that I forgot about.

      “What do you do, ma’am?” Briggs asks me, circling the living room—for what reason, I don’t know.

      “Oh, I… um…” I come up blank.

      And my hesitation gets a look from both officers.

      Kian’s arm tightens on the back of my neck. It’s not a nice touch anymore. It’s hard and cruel—a reminder of what’s at stake here.

      “She’s between jobs at the moment,” Kian steps in. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. It happens to everyone.”

      He gives me a look of understanding, but there’s subtext in his eyes. A clear message that’s impossible to miss. Play along or else.

      I take a deep breath and fill my face with disappointment. Unsurprisingly, that turns out to be relatively easy. I have a lifetime of being disappointed to draw from.

      “I got laid off recently,” I sigh. “And it’s not—you know, not exactly the easiest thing to admit to people.”

      Both cops look at me with sympathy. I guess they bought the lie. “I’m sorry, ma’am,” Sanchez says kindly. “But don’t worry. You’ll find another job. A better one.”

      He gives me a smile that comes through from his eyes. There’s an almost paternal concern in there. I wonder how my life might have turned out if I’d had a father who looked at me like that. Like even the little disappointments in my life affected him as deeply as they affected me.

      “Thank you,” I say sincerely. “That’s kind of you.”

      “Can I offer you gentlemen something to drink?” Kian asks. He’s really playing up the domestic husband role.

      “Thank you, but no. We’re not allowed to eat or drink on the job.”

      “Of course. Rules are rules.”

      I notice both cops start to turn back towards the front door, as though they’ve concluded their search already.

      “Wait,” I stammer. “I, uh… Do you need to see the rest of the house?”

      I blurt it out before I can consider the consequences. Maybe my first instinct was wrong. Maybe I should tell these men that Drago is dying back there, that he needs their help, that this isn’t my husband and nothing here is normal and if they don’t intervene then I might not live to see the morning.

      Officer Sanchez raises his eyebrows, but I’m really looking at Kian out of the corner of my eyes. His perfectly crafted mask doesn’t slip. His tension, though, is like a heat wave rippling through me. Sweat pricks at the backs of my thighs.

      “Oh, nah,” Sanchez demurs. “To be honest, you two seem like a nice couple. I’m sure the call was a result of crossed lines, just like you said. No reason for us to take up any more of your time.”

      I try not to look too disappointed, even though my heart is beating furiously against my ribcage. Like it’s saying, over and over again, Help-me, help-me, help-me.

      “Well, then, how about some water?” I suggest, making a last-ditch attempt at getting them around to the kitchen. “It’s the least I can do. You came all the way out here.”

      Officer Briggs looks between Kian and me. His brows furrow just a little. Go to the kitchen, I want to scream. Go to the fucking kitchen!

      “Maybe we should finish looking around,” he says, stepping forward next to Sanchez.

      “It’s not really nece—”

      “Come on,” the younger cop says, cutting Sanchez off.

      “Sure thing,” Kian says placidly. He gestures towards the other side of the house. “Follow me, gentlemen.”

      My heart beats hard against my chest as I lead the men to the other side of the thick partition wall. Was this a mistake? Was this the right thing to do? God, I hope so.

      In three steps, we’re going to round the corner and see my bloodied, dying brother.

      In two steps, these officers are going to pull their guns and force Kian away from me, away from us.

      In one step, I’m going to be saved.

      We round the corner. And…

      It’s empty.

      I stop short, my breath hitching silently as I look to the kitchen floor.

      Drago’s gone. Like he was never there at all. The only thing that betrays his presence is the kitchen towel I’d handed him lying on the floor.

      Where the fuck is my brother?

      “Oops,” Kian says, brushing past me. “Let me get that.”

      When he straightens up again, the towel comes with him. And the tile underneath is perfectly clear.

      I’m the only one who notices the way he scrunches up the towel—to hide the fact that the underside is stained with the blood he’s just wiped off the tile.

      He tosses the rag into the sink and looks at me. “She’s a great cook,” he chuckles. “But a messy one.”

      Sanchez gives me a smile. I notice Briggs looking around with scrutiny, but the suspicion is rapidly disappearing from his wrinkled brow.

      “Well, everything seems to be fine here,” Officer Sanchez says. “We should be heading out now. We’ve taken up too much of your time.”

      “Sure we can’t get you a glass of water?” Kian asks.

      “Quite sure,” Sanchez says with a firm nod. “Good evening to you both. Take care of that cut.”

      “Will do, Officer.”

      The cops head back to the living room. The younger one trails behind, but he throws a casual glance over his shoulder as they both tromp back out into the night.

      Kian shuts the door on them and turns the lock. And just like that, I’m alone again—with Kian O’Sullivan.

      “Now…” he growls, turning to me with fire in his eyes. The charm and charisma of a few moments ago is gone. The don is back. “You wanna tell me what you’re hiding?”
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      She squares her shoulders as though she’s gearing up for another fight. I drop the material from my split eyebrow. I can feel that the bleeding has stopped, but I know from experience that there’s going to be bruising around my forehead even after the cut heals up.

      Gotta hand it to her—the girl struck well.

      “That was my favorite t-shirt,” she snaps.

      I frown. “Huh?”

      She removes the sweatshirt and flings it to the floor in the same way that I discarded the bloody piece of fabric I’d stolen from her t-shirt. Then she looks down at the scraggly edges of what is now a clumsy crop top.

      I note the taught line of her abs, but I move my gaze up pointedly. The last thing I need is another distraction.

      “This.” She gestures to the bottom of the t-shirt. “This was my favorite t-shirt.”

      “Looks like shit. Old as hell.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” she demands, sounding genuinely annoyed. “It’s still my favorite.”

      “I apologize,” I say. “Is that better?”

      “No.”

      Her eyes flash and she twitches like she wants to hit me. She doesn’t, though.

      Good girl. You’re learning fast.

      “Why did you want those cops to see the rest of the house?” I ask quietly.

      Her jaw tightens stubbornly as she crosses her arms over her chest. Of course, that pulls up her t-shirt a little higher, putting her impressively toned stomach on full display.

      “I like showing off the house,” she replies sarcastically. “I’m a real Suzie Homemaker, y’know?”

      “I’m the wrong fucking person to play with,” I warn her.

      Her expression doesn’t lack fear. But she’s no coward, either. The crescent moon scar on her right cheek has turned an almost opaque silver.

      “Really?” she asks. “Because you look like you like to play.”

      I don’t know what that’s supposed to mean. Is she making an accusation? There’s a slightly seductive bend to her words that give me pause.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” she asks, clearly uncomfortable.

      “Tell me your name.”

      She stiffens. Uncertainty washes over her face before she tries to tuck her emotions away beneath a veil of confidence.

      “No?” I ask. “Then how about you tell me where Drago Lombardi is?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “That’s what I said,” she snaps. “He was here one minute and then…”

      She trails off under my gaze and I start putting the pieces together. That’s why she wanted the cops to look around. She thought they’d find something in the kitchen.

      “The blood on the kitchen floor,” I recall. “It was his.”

      She looks away from me pointedly.

      “What happened?” I press.

      “What do you care?”

      “Call it professional curiosity.”

      Her hands are shaking a little. The way she defended herself against me was instinctive. She’s not the type of woman to lay down and take abuse. She’s a fighter. And it’s impossible not to be drawn to that.

      It’s truly unfortunate that I’ll have to kill her.

      I study her face, taking note of the bruise on her arm. It’s yellow now, probably days old. It’s not hard to imagine how it got there. “Does he do that to you often?” I ask.

      She flinches. A dead giveaway. I know I’ve stumbled across the truth. “He’s not my boyfriend,” she says defensively.

      “Oh, I know.”

      She frowns. “You do?”

      “It took me a moment to figure out why you’re so familiar to me,” I explain. “But once I got up close… Once I saw that scar on your cheek…”

      Her face flushes with confirmation.

      “…I knew.”

      “Sometimes, even decent men must do terrible things for the greater good,” she whispers.

      I wonder if maybe she has a concussion or something. I frown. “What did you just say?”

      She lifts her chin and meets my gaze. The fight is back, no doubt spurred on whatever haunted memory is playing out in her mind’s eye. “That’s what you said to me,” she says fiercely. “That day…”

      “The day I killed your father,” I say emotionlessly.

      She hesitates for a moment. As though the memory is still painful. “Yes.”

      I feel a twinge of regret. The first I’ve felt since the day I hurt—No, I hiss at myself silently. Don’t go there. Don’t relive that nightmare. “If I’d known you were standing there, I wouldn’t have killed him.”

      “Yes, you would have,” she retorts. “You would have just dragged me out of the way and carried on with your nasty little business.”

      I raise my eyebrows. Fair enough. “Well, yeah. That’s what I meant.”

      She stares at me. For a second, I actually think she might smile. But it never comes. Maybe I’m the one suffering from the blow to the head.

      “Tell me the truth,” she says. “You haven’t spared me a second thought since you walked away that day, did you? Not until just now.”

      I blink. “You’re right.”

      She’s not, though. I have thought about her sporadically over the years. I used to wonder what became of her.

      But when her brother got back on my radar, there was no woman tied to him. It seemed unlikely to me that a young man would take on the responsibility of a younger sibling, particularly a sister—relatively useless as a female in a macho world.

      So I’d never imagined that she was here the whole time. Hiding under her brother’s shadow.

      I could tell her all that. But what would be the point? She’d never believe me. And in a few minutes, it won’t matter anyway.

      She’ll be dead. This will all be over.

      “Oh, of course not. Why would you remember the little girl you left surrounded by dead bodies?” she says, bitterness soaked into her tone like venom. “But I remember you, Kian O’Sullivan. I’ve thought about you every single day since I was five years old.”

      “I’m flattered.”

      “Don’t be,” she hisses. “My brother is as flawed a man as they come. I don’t have a lot in common with him. But the one thing we do have in common is hating you.”

      I lean against the wall. “I understand why he hates me,” I begin. “But why do you?”

      Her mouth pops open in shock. For one wild second, I have to fight the urge to bite her lower lip.

      “You’re not serious, are you?”

      “Deadly serious.”

      “I’m waiting for the punch line.”

      “Your brother probably feels like I’ve stolen his birthright, his legacy, all that fucking bullshit men spout to gloss over the fact that they’re just greedy for power. But you? You have no reason to hate me.”

      “I don’t?”

      “No. I did you a favor.”

      There’s a vein popping in her forehead now. I don’t even think she realizes that she’s moved closer to me of her own volition. “Say that again, motherfucker.”

      I’m not surprised by the fact that pissing her off is actually pretty fun for me. I am surprised by the fact that it’s turning me on. “Your father was a bastard—”

      “And you aren’t?”

      “I most definitely am,” I concede with a wry chuckle. “But we’re different men. I may travel in the same circles, but I have boundaries I never cross. I have principles I follow.”

      “Oh, wow,” she scoffs. “A noble murderer. How refreshing.”

      “I kill when I have to,” I say patiently. “I do horrible things sometimes—”

      “Sometimes, even decent men must do terrible things for the greater good,” she repeats again. “Still drinking that Kool-Aid, huh?”

      I cock my head to the side. “I don’t remember saying it,” I admit. “But it does sound like the kind of wisdom I’d drop at just the right moment.”

      “Let me tell you what you are: you’re a fucking asshole,” she sneers. “An asshole who justifies the awful things he does by pretending like he’s some grand, holier-than-thou version of the underworld thugs he runs with.”

      She takes another step towards me. Her chest is rising and falling with increased passion. That bottom lip of hers is beckoning.

      “And you don’t know a fucking thing about my father.”

      I don’t back down from her fire. It only ignites my own. “You don’t think I do my research before I slaughter a man and half his household?” I growl. “You don’t think I ask questions before I embark on a kill mission?”

      “I don’t think you give a flying fuck either way.”

      “Then you don’t know me at all.”

      “I know enough.”

      “And what do you know about dear old daddy, huh?” I throw back at her. “Do you know anything about him?”

      “He was my father.”

      “He was a fucking rapist,” I spit. The words come out harsh. But then, there’s no way to soften the revelation that your father liked forcing himself on unwilling women.

      She stops short, her eyes glazing over with denial instantly. “You’re lying.”

      “Why would I lie?”

      “To try and convince me that my father was something he was not.”

      “Please,” I scoff. “I don’t need you to hate the man. But I do need you to know that you wouldn’t have been happy if he’d been in your life. He may have kept his hands off you, but he would have traded you like chattel. He would have sold you to the highest bidder the moment you were old enough to be useful to him.”

      I can tell the words sting her—death by a thousand burning cuts. But she’s doing her best to put up a brave front. “Why should I believe you?”

      “What you believe is up to you,” I tell her. “But I’d like to point out that you didn’t really know your father. I did. So let me say this again, nice and slow so you understand: He was a rapist. He was a human trafficker. He was the lowest of the low. A man without a fucking soul.”

      She stares at me as though searching for an argument. My revelation has gotten to her. She’s trying to process it all, and it’s eating her alive.

      “I don’t need to hurt you unless you make me,” I say. “Just come with me and we can sort this out.”

      That snaps her back to the present. Her eyes dart to my face. “Come with you?” she demands. “Why would I do that?”

      “Well, mostly because I’m not giving you a choice,” I reply.

      The truth is that I don’t really want to kill her. Not here, at least. This place is on the cops’ radar now. As am I. I don’t want to invite unnecessary trouble. If a body is found on the property, it won’t take long for the cops to connect the dots. And the dots will most definitely lead back to me. It’s the kind of publicity I don’t need right now.

      Her eyes dart around the room. She’s looking for weapons. Something she can use to stop me from dragging her out of this house.

      “Come on, kid,” I sigh. “Don’t make this harder than it needs to be.”

      “Oh, far be it from me to make this hard on you,” she snarls. “Fuck you.”

      I smile. It’s been a very long time since any woman spoke to me like this. “So be it. I’ll just carry you out of here on my back.”

      “I’ll fight.”

      “You will certainly try.”

      “You don’t know me,” she hisses. “Don’t underestimate me.”

      “I’d never dream of doing that again,” I respond with a harsh laugh, touching the stinging scar on my eyebrow. “But this is going to go badly for you if you insist on being stubborn.”

      I’m quickly losing patience. I want out of this shithole. Out of Long Island. Most of all, I want away from this girl. Before she makes me do something I’ll regret.

      “It’s you against me,” she observes, backing away from me slowly. “I’m liking my odds.”

      “Then you’re a fool. You don’t stand a chance.”

      “I’m not a betting woman,” she says. “But if I were, I’d bet on myself. Every fucking time.”

      I sigh bitterly. This was supposed to be an easy fucking mark. A quick, simple assassination of a fucking moron. “Please don’t make me force you—”

      “Yeah? You and what army?”

      Right on cue, the door slams open. Phoenix swarms in with a handful of O’Sullivan soldiers behind him. I couldn’t have timed it better if I’d tried.

      Turning back to her with a smile, I take the moment to savor the utter shock and disbelief written on her face. Then I hitch my thumb over my shoulder at the men pouring into the house and cuffing her as she starts to scream.

      “That army.”
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      I scream at the top of my lungs as I’m picked up and thrown into the rear compartment of a large black vehicle. Three men climb into the back with me. The windows are tinted, so there’s barely any light coming through at all—at least, not until the youngest guy switches on the light attached to the ceiling between us and then settles down opposite me.

      The two men sitting guard on either side of me are older. Neither one is paying me any attention. But the young guy seems curious. His eyes rove over my face with interest.

      I ignore him in favor of baring my teeth and lunging towards the black partition separating us from the driver’s cab. Hammering my fists against it, I scream, “You can’t fucking do this! Let me go!”

      Without so much as a word, one of the men at my side grabs me and shoves me back into my seat. I hit hard and slump against the wall as the breath whooshes out of my lungs.

      The younger guy raises one eyebrow.

      “What the fuck are you staring at?” I demand.

      He seems amused by my tone, but he doesn’t smile. It’s hard to pinpoint his age. He could be as young as twenty, but there’s a kind of worldly experience on his face that far outweighs my own. His eyes look like they’ve seen the same kind of shit mine have—blood, violence, hatred. That can age a person.

      “Fighting is pointless,” he tells me predictably. “You’d be better off—”

      “Better off what?” I snap. “Letting you all kill me without a fight?”

      He shrugs. “At least then it’ll be painless,” he remarks, without even bothering to deny the fact that killing me is on the docket. “If you fight, your death might be drawn-out.”

      “I’m not afraid of pain.”

      “Then you haven’t experienced much of it,” he responds instantly.

      “And you have?”

      “Enough to know what it can do to a man.”

      He has an unsettling gaze. Maybe because he barely seems to blink. It’s intense and, despite my best efforts, I’m the one who ends up looking away first.

      “Who are you?” I rasp.

      “Nobody.”

      “Nobody’s a nobody in this world.”

      He laughs softly. “You may be right about that.”

      I change tack. “Where is he taking me?”

      “Wherever he wants.”

      “Thanks,” I reply sarcastically. “Five stars for you. You’ve been extraordinarily helpful.”

      I look to either side, trying to get a read on the men flanking me. They’re both large, burly men with expressionless faces. Not much very promising there. “I have nothing to do with any of this,” I say to all three of them. “Why take me at all?”

      “You have something to do with Drago Lombardi,” the young, dark-eyed man points out wryly.

      “I can’t help my DNA.”

      He raises his eyebrows again. “Ah. His sister? Poor girl.”

      I frown, taken back by his tone. “What did you just say?”

      “Lombardi’s been on the Clan’s radar for a while now. We didn’t know the sister was still in the picture.”

      “Yeah, well, women aren’t ever considered important by men like you,” I say accusingly. “So I’m not surprised.”

      “I wouldn’t judge every man by your brother’s standards.”

      I laugh bitterly. “You’re trying to suggest that you’re different?”

      “My mother wasn’t born into this world,” he tells me. “But she’s run the Bratva beside my father for over two decades now. So yes, I’d say I’m different.”

      My blood runs cold. “Bratva?”

      He smiles. He clearly knows that I understand everything that word implies. “Nobody’s a nobody in this world,” he says, repeating my own words back to me.

      A new sensation of dread engulfs me. Whatever this shit is that I’ve gotten snared in… it doesn’t look good.

      “What are you doing here with Kian O’Sullivan?” I ask in a hollow croak.

      “We’re family,” he says.

      I frown. Family. Not allies, but family. The terminology takes me by surprise. Apparently, the Bratva has a closer relationship to Kian O’Sullivan than I would’ve ever guessed. That doesn’t seem good for me, either.

      The vehicle begins to slow down. I stiffen as the back doors are thrown open. The men get out first, but I stay put, sinking in to the seat stubbornly.

      One of the silent men who hopped out turns to look at the dark-eyed guy who’s been questioning me. “Phoenix?” he asks, looking for orders.

      The young man—Phoenix, apparently—holds up a hand to the man as if to say, I’ll handle this. The pair of bodyguards shrug, turn, and leave.

      Then the Bratva man turns to me. “Come on,” he says, gesturing me forward.

      I don’t move. “Phoenix, huh?”

      He nods. “And you?”

      I don’t know why I tell him. It just comes out. “Renata.”

      “Well, come on, Renata,” he says gruffly. “Don’t make me drag you out.”

      “You should know I don’t do well with threats.”

      “And I don’t do well with disobedience.”

      Disobedience? The word sends a jolt of anger coursing through me. It only makes me dig my heels in harder. “Fuck you. I’m not a trained dog. And I won’t make it easier for you assholes to take me prisoner.”

      Phoenix opens his mouth to retort. But before he can get a single word out, a sickeningly familiar voice lashes in from the darkness beyond the open van doors. “Let me handle this.”

      Oh God… That voice. Like a blade scraping the marrow out of my bones. I shiver, Phoenix slips aside, and then Kian O’Sullivan is in here with me, blocking out what little light there was.

      The cut over his brow has already bruised badly, but he can still see through both his eyes. Unfortunate, really. Guess I’ve got to work on my aim.

      “Get out,” he says in a tone that brooks no argument.

      But I’ve always liked a good argument. “Fuck you.”

      He sighs with exasperation. Then he lunges forward and snags my ankle in one huge, powerful hand.

      I scream, “No! No! Get the fuck off of me!” as I thrash around.

      He ignores me and drags me across the floor of the vehicle by my ankle. At the ledge, he hops down, then turns to hoist me over his shoulder and starts striding away into the night.

      I can’t see where we’re going. And even if I could, I’m way too pissed off by the indignity of being manhandled like a sack of potatoes to take note of my surroundings.

      I hammer at Kian’s back. If it hurts him, he doesn’t notice. He doesn’t so much as flinch. I scream until my throat is hoarse and then I scream some more. But it isn’t until the floral scent of perfume and high luxury hits my nostrils that I stop to breathe.

      Where the fuck am I?

      For a moment, all I can see is Kian’s lower back. I try not to be too distracted by the hard curve of his ass as I crane my neck to the side.

      When I do, I see the kind of shit people buy when they don’t know what else to do with all their money. Gleaming marble floors. Fresh-cut flowers in expensive pottery. Gilded art frames.

      A dignified ping alerts me to the fact that we’re about to board an elevator. He steps forward into the cab, but even once the doors close on us, Kian doesn’t bother putting me down. I go back to Plan A: hitting him with my fists as hard as I can.

      But that doesn’t last long. I feel like an oversized toddler and I’m having no effect whatsoever. So I sigh and sag limply on his shoulder. I’m so fucking tired. I just want to close my eyes and sleep forever. Maybe then I’d be able to pretend this is all just a bad dream.

      It’s only once he steps out of the elevator doors that Kian sets me down. He’s not particularly gentle about it. As soon as my ass hits the cold marble, I’m scrambling backwards away from him. I hit a wall and leap to my feet, eyeing the space around me.

      It’s definitely not what I’m expecting.

      I thought I’d be taken to some shady compound in the middle of nowhere so these bastards could put a bullet in my head without drawing any undue attention. Somewhere with high walls and barbed wire around the property and shadows as far as the eye can see.

      But the massive open living room space I’m standing in is not that at all. It’s plush. Opulent. Light and clear and airy.

      I’m standing at the outer edge of an ocean of marble flooring, looking out at a penthouse living room like something from a magazine. Turkish carpets stretch beneath a massive sectional sofa arranged around an exotic-looking tarnished metal coffee table. On the wall is the biggest TV I’ve ever seen in my life, as if Kian stole the Jumbotron from a football stadium.

      Everything screams money, money, money. The art, the furniture, the penthouse itself—it’s the finest craftsmanship everywhere, from the recessed lighting to the floor-to-ceiling windows on the far side that open up to the city skyline beyond.

      I swallow past the knot in my throat, then turn my gaze to Kian. He hasn’t moved. “Where the hell am I?”

      “My place,” he replies.

      I frown. “Your place?”

      He doesn’t answer me. Instead, he turns his back on me and moves to the small console table set up against a narrow wall. Just above the console table hangs a large, framed portrait. It’s a charcoal, black and white landscape of a gorgeous lake that seems to go on for miles. I can even see mountains in the distance.

      I resist the urge to take a closer look and turn back to the elevator, taking advantage of the fact that Kian’s back is to me. I click the elevator button as quietly as I can, but nothing happens.

      “You need an access code to use the elevator,” Kian murmurs. His back is still to me. He hasn’t even looked up. So much for a quick exit.

      “I…”

      “Did you really think I’d bring you here if leaving was as simple as clicking the elevator button?” he asks.

      I don’t take the bait of that question. “What are you planning on doing with me?”

      Just then, he finally turns around. Is it possible for a slice to the face to enhance a man’s attractiveness? The stray thought catches me by surprise and makes me feel instantly guilty. The answer is an obvious yes, though. He looks like a battle-hardened Viking. Silver-threaded beard glinting in the low lights. Impossibly broad in every direction and rippling with muscle.

      Kian fixes me with a strange glance. His head is tilted to the side, blue eyes glistening under the mood lighting like they’re seeing stuff in me that no one else can see.

      His jaw works as if he’s searching for the right answer to my question. Then he shrugs. “I haven’t decided yet.”

      My fists knot at my sides. “If you don’t know, maybe you should just—oh, I dunno… let me go?”

      He smiles. “I’m afraid that I can’t do that.”

      “You can’t keep me here forever,” I seethe. My chest is heaving with each panted breath, as if I just ran a marathon. Something about this man riles me up. Not in a good way, either. It’s pure anger. I glance back at the cut in his forehead and wish again that I’d done a better job of blinding the son of a bitch.

      “I can do whatever I want,” Kian says softly.

      “Is that so? Then why don’t you go fuck yourself?”

      He approaches me fast. Before I can move out of his reach, he’s already grabbed both my arms. He slams me up against the closest wall and leans in forehead-to-forehead. His shining sapphire eyes are all I can see.

      And they are pissed.

      But the voice that comes out of him isn’t the roar I expected. It’s soft. Almost seductive. But there’s a sickening, dominant edge underneath it like a core of steel.

      “I don’t plan on keeping you here forever.”

      A chill ripples down my spine. He breathes slowly and then adds, “You won’t be alive that long, anyway.”

      Then he hoists me back up over his shoulder and carries me through the apartment while I scream obscenities at him. We burst into another room. For the second time in as many minutes, he dumps me on the floor, next to a four-poster bed. This time, it knocks the wind out of me.

      I see stars dancing around the edge of my vision and I can’t get my balance right, so when I try to squirm away, I don’t get very far before he clamps down around my wrist.

      “Nuh-uh,” he chides. “Not so fast.”

      “Fuck y—”

      He twists my wrist, making me hiss with pain. The stars in my eyes thicken into a flurry. Then I hear a quick, metallic snapping noise.

      And when my vision sorts itself out again, I realize he’s handcuffed me to one of the bedposts.

      I jerk at it. The chain rattles but it doesn’t even budge. “Let me go! Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “No,” he replies calmly as he rises up to his full height and steps away from me. “Not until you start cooperating.”

      “What have I said that makes you think I’m interested in cooperating with a fucking murderer like you?” I snarl. “You expect to abduct me, cuff me here, and I should just be happy about it?”

      “I said nothing about being happy.”

      I let out a low breath and my shoulders slump down. I pull at the handcuffs again—and this time, I notice a weird little bit of slack. Room to maneuver them off the post, maybe? I want to examine it further, but I don’t want to tip Kian off to anything.

      So I decide on a different tactic for now. “You want me to behave?”

      He shrugs. “Things will go easier for you if you do.”

      “Fine,” I say heavily, “I’ll behave then. In fact, I’ll prove it to you.”

      He’s looking at me skeptically, clearly suspicious of my sudden change of heart. “How do you plan on doing that?”

      I notice how his eyes flicker to my heaving chest. He’s trying hard not to let his gaze settle there, but he doesn’t always succeed. It’s a dead giveaway.

      “Come here,” I coax. “And I’ll tell you.”

      He doesn’t hesitate. Why would he? He’s the one with all the power here.

      He stops about a foot away from me, but I shake my head. “Come closer.”

      It’s a gamble. A dangerous game I’m playing. But to my surprise, he does. This time, he stops only about an inch or two away from me.

      I rise to my knees—as far as the cuffs will let me go—and lean forward, closing the gap between our bodies. I press my breasts up against his chest and look up at him, softening my gaze just enough.

      He’s definitely suspicious. But he’s also curious.

      Since my right hand is chained to the bedpost, I use my left hand to snake up his torso.

      It’s slightly irritating how fucking hard his body is. Even through his shirt, I can feel the hard wall of muscle. And it’s more than slightly irritating how that sends a strange ripple of heat surging through me.

      “I can be a very good prisoner,” I murmur. “…If you let me.”

      His gaze seems to stall on my lips. I lick them slowly.

      Something flickers across his eyes. “You can’t buy your freedom with your body,” he tells me.

      “Maybe you should let me try.”

      He narrows his eyes. “What’s your game, Renata?”

      The sound of my name on his lips feels like an electric bolt straight to the heart. I can’t decide if I enjoy it more than I hate it. But whichever one of those it is, the result is the same—it shatters every bit of willingness I have to play this game.

      Kian O’Sullivan might kill me tonight.

      But he will never strip my dignity from me.

      My mask of seduction falls away. “This is my game,” I tell him.

      Then I spit in his face.

      He roars and recoils at once with a curse in some language I don’t understand, wiping the spit from his eyes.

      I brace myself for his anger. After an insult like that, I know he’s going to make me pay. I’ve spent a lifetime with my brother, and I know that men like him hurt anything that defies them.

      The question is, where will he hit me?

      Drago liked to slap me across the face. That was the most humiliating. My ex-husband, on the other hand, preferred to slug me in the stomach. Left fewer visible marks that way.

      I can’t decide which way Kian will lean. So I close my eyes and tense my stomach.

      But then I hear an unexpected noise—footsteps whispering away. And Kian O’Sullivan walks out of the room without a word. Leaving me braced for a hit that never comes.

      Somehow, that hurts worst of all.
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      “Sit still, boss,” Dr. Callum tells me. “I’m going to need to put a few stitches in.”

      “Stitches, huh?” Phoenix remarks in a tone that suggests he’s trying not to laugh. “She got you good.”

      “Sit the fuck down, you little shit,” I growl at him. “Or you’ll be the one who needs stitches.”

      Phoenix chuckles lightly and takes the seat opposite mine. My eyebrow feels much better now that the doctor’s cleaned it up. The stinging pain comes in waves, but it’s easy to ignore. Especially in light of the new shitshow I’m left to deal with after my botched assassination on the Lombardi fucker. This was supposed to be an easy mark. How did I screw it up so goddamn badly?

      “Almost done, sir,” Dr. Callum tells me. “Only two stiches. They’ll dissolve on their own in a few days.”

      He puts the finishing touches on the stitches and then he’s done. He starts putting back his supplies into the medical briefcase sitting on my desk. “You need me to look at anything else?”

      “No.”

      “How are your knees?” he asks.

      “Good as new.”

      Phoenix looks at me with interest. “Old man knees acting up on you?”

      “Old injury,” I explain. “I got it fighting wars, back when you were still walking around in diapers.”

      His expression twists a little. He hates when I bring up old memories, and he especially hates when I remind him that I was deep in this business when he was nothing but a little rug rat.

      Tough shit. It’s important to keep these mafia kids humble. God knows the men of the Kovalyov Bratva are not lacking in the ego department.

      The doctor finishes packing his supplies away and turns to me with a respectful nod of his head. I dismiss him with a wave and he backs out of my office. The moment we’re alone, Phoenix’s expression turns businesslike. “Where is she?”

      “Locked up in one of the guest bedrooms,” I growl. “She’s turned out to be a fuck-ton more trouble than I’d anticipated.”

      “So why bring her back here?”

      That’s a good fucking question. There are several answers to that. I go with the most plausible one. “Because I didn’t want to leave a body at that house. It’s on the cops’ radar now,” I tell him reasonably. “And anyway, she might come in handy.”

      Phoenix frowns. “How?”

      “She’s Lombardi’s sister,” I point out. “Could be a useful bargaining chip.”

      “True. But what if Lombardi isn’t willing to come to the table, even with his sister’s life hanging in the balance?”

      “Then I kill her.” The words leave a strange aftertaste.

      “Will you?” Phoenix asks with an odd expression.

      I squint at him. “What are you implying?”

      Phoenix chuckles, unfazed. “That she’s hot,” he says bluntly.

      “You forget I’m not a twenty-year-old kid who’s ruled by his hormones.”

      “Yeah? Could have fooled me, the way you were looking at her.”

      I cock my head to the side. “I miss the days when you were crawling around shitting your pants.”

      Phoenix glares, but I can tell he’s enjoying getting a rise out of me. Little shit’s exactly like his father. “Am I wrong?” he presses.

      “She’s nothing more than an inconvenience.”

      “I didn’t say she wasn’t,” he replies. “But she is a stunner of an inconvenience.”

      “She’s too fucking young,” I hear myself say.

      Phoenix frowns. “Never stopped you before.”

      “Your father talks too much.”

      “Yeah, so does my mother.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m gonna have to talk to those two.”

      Phoenix smirks for a moment, then his expression falls back into seriousness. Sometimes I worry about the kid. Although I have to stop thinking of him as a kid anymore. He’s a man now. As tall, broad, and imposing as his father. And every bit as serious. Maybe a little too serious.

      I worry that the life weighs on him the same way that it weighed on my brother Sean. And we all know how that turned out.

      Sean left. Walked out on the Clan and the family. Left it all behind.

      I’m not sure Phoenix would do the same. For one, he has parents that would kill for him. His mother, Esme, is as sweet as they come. But even she’s grown sharp teeth in the twenty years since I moved to New York. Running the most powerful Bratva in the United States will do that to a person, no matter how gentle they are at heart.

      But there’s also something else about Phoenix. He’s built for this. He’s cut out for the life. When his time to rule comes… his enemies had better run.

      “What are you gonna do about Drago?” Phoenix inquires.

      I grit my teeth, still furious that the Italian fucker had managed to weasel out of my clutches. It was supposed to be so fucking simple. A one-man job. Go in, slaughter the bastard, get out. It’s all spiraled way out of control. What a goddamn headache.

      “I’m going to have to track the gléas down,” I say. “He knows I was in his house. He’s going to want to lie low for as long as possible. I need to find a way to draw him back out.”

      “And you think Renata will help do that?”

      “That’s what I’m hoping,” I acknowledge. “But I’m not sure.”

      “Why?”

      Smart kid. Always asks the right questions.

      “Because she was already distressed when she opened the door and found me standing there,” I explain. “There was some sort of altercation before I arrived.”

      “Between her and Drago?”

      “That’s my best guess.”

      “You think he ran when he realized you were there?”

      “Probably,” I reply. “He’s a fucking coward. But that also means he left his sister with me. He didn’t even try to protect her.”

      “So why hold onto the girl?”

      “Because she might still be useful,” I say, hoping I’m right. “This has become a bigger problem than either one of us predicted. Sooner or later, it’s going to get around that I have his sister.”

      I pause, waiting for Phoenix to fill in the blanks.

      “And you think he’ll have no choice but to try and get her back,” he guesses.

      I nod. “Regardless of sentiment, he has to at least try. Or else risk losing the respect of his allies, few as they may be. It’s a pathetic fucking don that can’t even protect his own blood.”

      “You’re assuming he’s going to act like you would, though,” Phoenix points out.

      I nod again. “I’m aware he might not. He’s not exactly don material. We’ll just have to play it by ear. But I need to get a team out there to start the search for him—before he starts the search for her.”

      “You sure it’s worth the trouble?”

      I pound the table with a closed fist. “I’m not willing to let him slink off into the night anymore. I’ve put up with him for twenty fucking years. That’s long enough. It’s time to get rid of this irritation.”

      Phoenix stands up abruptly. “So be it. Let me lead the team. I’ll go out tonight and start the search.”

      I consider that for a moment. “I don’t want you starting a job you can’t finish,” I say. “You’re due back in Los Angeles soon. You’re needed there.”

      Phoenix’s jaw tightens. “I’d rather be here.”

      I frown. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” he says—a little too fast.

      “Phoenix…”

      He sighs. “It’s easier here,” he admits. “In New York, I’m not the son of the great and powerful Artem Kovalyov. Here, I’m just… part of the team.”

      I smile tenderly. It’s a rare moment of vulnerability from him. With the way he wears armor around his emotions all the time, it’s good to see that there’s still heart somewhere beneath. A don needs both to be successful.

      I laugh. “Kid, even here, you’re Kian O’Sullivan’s nephew.”

      “I’m not really your nephew,” he scoffs.

      “Maybe not my blood nephew,” I concede. “But in every other way, you are. Our families have been allies for decades. And before that, my brother and your father were friends. Best friends. Still are.”

      “You don’t have to lecture me on family history,” he says gruffly. Anyway, all I’m saying is that the pressure of my name doesn’t weigh me down here like it does at home.”

      I stop short of the speech I’m about to give him. This is something he needs to work out on his own. Forcing certain truths on him will not make him anymore inclined to face them.

      “Fine,” I say. “But you can be the one to let your father know that you’re staying longer.”

      “He’ll accept it easier if it comes from you.”

      I give him a pointed look. “Yes, but you’re the one who wants to stay. So you’ll be the one to tell him. No arguments.”

      Phoenix sighs. “Fine.”

      “Good man,” I say, standing up. “We can leave now.”

      “We? I thought you said I was leading the team.”

      I chuckle. “I did. You are. But I’m coming with you, of course.”

      He does a good job of hiding his emotions, but I’ve known him his whole life. I can tell when he’s disappointed. “I’ve got it covered, you know,” he says calmly. “I don’t need a babysitter.”

      The kid’s been walking with giants since the day he was born. I can understand what that’s like—to constantly live in someone else’s shadow. It’s the whole reason Cillian commanded me to oversee our business interests in New York. He saw the conflict coming before I did.

      And not just the conflict with the Lombardis—but the conflict between us as brothers. We are both alphas. I was raised to lead. So was he. There could never be two dons for the same clan.

      But split that clan across an ocean, and two dons become necessary. For two decades, this arrangement has worked out nicely for everyone.

      Phoenix will find his own place in the world just like I did. But until then, the least I can do is give him space to be his own man.

      I nod. “Alright then. I’ll let you get a head start. Keep me posted.”

      “I will,” Phoenix replies, relief burning in his eyes as he turns towards the door.

      When he’s gone, I walk to the bar in the corner of the room and pour myself a drink. I know I’ll find Drago Lombardi eventually. And when I do, I know exactly how that’s going to go.

      But as for the other Lombardi, the one chained to the bed in my guestroom…?

      I haven’t yet decided what to do with her.
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      I’ve been veering between panic, fear, and anger for the past hour. An hour of desperately trying to break the chain on the handcuffs. An hour of tugging and twisting until the skin on my wrist is raw and bloody. An hour of wondering if the man who took me will come in, see that I’m trying to escape, and punish me for it.

      Kian O’Sullivan is everything my nightmares predicted. Just as cruel. Just as sneering. But in other ways, he’s different. More… fully formed. Not just a cartoon villain, a caricature drawn from the mind of a five-year-old.

      He’s a man with a penthouse apartment high above the city.

      He’s a man with carpeted floors and beautiful paintings.

      He’s a man with deep blue eyes and a jawline that makes me want to forgive every sin he’s ever committed against me.

      Of course, guess which set of thoughts is invading me at my weakest moments?

      At my strongest, I remember to think of what I will do to make him pay for what he’s done to my family. He robbed me of my father, of the comfortable world that I would have inhabited. If it weren’t for him, I’d have spent my life living in an apartment just like this one.

      My fast-moving thoughts pause for a second. Is that what I want? Is that what I miss?

      I don’t know if I even want the answers to those questions. His poisonous accusations have already penetrated too deep into my subconsciousness. With every breath I take, I hear Kian’s words again.

      “Your father was a rapist. He was a human trafficker. He was the lowest of the low. A man without a fucking soul.”

      When Drago spoke of our father, he spoke only of the powerful don he was. I don’t know which version of the truth is real. At this point, I’m not sure if I want to find out.

      There’s a nagging voice in the back of my head that wonders about the man who had a hand in raising my brother. Drago’s not exactly the poster boy for the product of good parenting. I, on the other hand, was too young and too female to be of much concern to the men in my life.

      But Drago was being groomed to follow in Papa’s footsteps. What does it mean that Drago is the way he is, then?

      I close my eyes, trying to stop the onslaught of doubts from derailing my anger. After all, anger is all I have now. The driving force behind my determination to get free. And getting free is the only thing left that matters. I’m not safe around men like this.

      My father, my brother, my ex-husband, Kian O’Sullivan… They’re all the same.

      The only way I can live is if I’m free from all of them. And the only way to be free is to leave behind this life once and for all.

      I yank hard against my cuffs and I feel another layer of skin come off. I wince against the biting pain, but I don’t stop.

      That is, until I hear footsteps approaching the door. It opens. Kian walks in.

      He’s changed outfits. Now, in place of the sweaty, bloodstained clothes he was wearing before, he’s in fitted beige pants and a tight, dark t-shirt that brings out the blue in his eyes and the chocolate of his hair.

      I notice a few threads of grey at his temples and in his beard. Between that and the hardened wrinkles in the corners of his eyes, he must be in his early forties at least. But the muscle in his torso and the gleam in his eyes make him look twenty years younger.

      “Here you go,” he says, holding out a bottle of water to me.

      I idly consider throwing it right back in his smug face. But it’s a plastic bottle, which means at worst it’ll just spill on his floor a little. Won’t even be heavy enough to cause a bruise. Besides, I’m parched.

      I grab it and drain half the bottle in seconds. When I lower it back down, Kian’s still staring at me, his thoughts hidden behind veiled eyes that are both weary and watchful. “Do you need anything?” he asks.

      “You mean apart from my freedom?”

      He smirks. “That’s not on the menu, I’m afraid.”

      “What are you planning?”

      “I’m planning on finding your brother,” he tells me honestly. “He’s done enough for long enough. Time for that to come to an end.”

      I shake my head in sad dismay. “All these years… has he made any kind of impact?”

      Kian’s smirk deepens. There’s a dark bent to it that makes the hair at the back of my neck stand on end. “Not the kind he hoped he would,” he says. “He’s only ever been an inconvenience. Just a petty little gadfly. Which is why I’ve let him live. But I’ve reached my limit. I’m done being benevolent.”

      I snort derisively. “I don’t think anyone would ever accuse you of being benevolent.”

      His smile irons out a little. “You’d be surprised.”

      I raise my eyebrows skeptically. “Regale me with tales of your generosity, my liege.”

      “I kept you alive, didn’t I?”

      “Was that an example of your mercifulness?” I ask sarcastically. “So sorry I missed that.”

      “You know deep down I’m telling you the truth.”

      “About what?” I snap.

      “About your father. The man deserved to die.”

      “Who are you to make that call?”

      “The fucking don, that’s who,” he snaps back instantly. His blue eyes blaze a little brighter for a moment, and I expect him to charge forward. To touch me again. To yank my face into his, my torso flush against his own body, his smell in my nostrils, his heat radiating into me and through me…

      Or maybe I just want him to do all that.

      The desire is completely and utterly foreign to me. Maybe that’s why it terrifies me so much. Because the men in my past have been monsters in the shadows. I’ve spent every ounce of energy running from them when I could—and cowering from them when I couldn’t.

      Wanting them? Craving them? The mere thought is completely laughable. Sex has never been something I wanted; it’s only ever been something I feared.

      So these weird feelings bubbling up in me… I don’t know how to process them, how to name them. But they’ve got a baffling stranglehold over me. Primal. Deeper than words.

      If it were any other man, I might have been relieved to know that my body isn’t as numb as my heart seems to be sometimes. But of course, he’s not just any man.

      He’s Kian O’Sullivan.

      My father’s murderer. Soon, he’ll add my brother to his list of kills.

      How can I justify my feelings if… No, they’re not feelings; I won’t give him that kind of power over me. But I am feeling something.

      I just need to pinpoint what it is so that I can stop it in its tracks.

      Kian watches me wrestle with these frustratingly slippery thoughts for a while. Then he walks back to the door to leave.

      But just before he disappears from sight, I find myself calling out to him. “Wait.”

      He turns slowly, his eyes boring into mine. And suddenly, I don’t know what I wanted to say.

      “You… you can’t just leave me in here,” I stammer pathetically.

      “If you need something, just scream for me,” he says bluntly. “Maybe I’ll even pretend to care.”

      Then he shuts the door on me.

      When he’s gone, that old familiar anger returns, hot and lethal. I rail against my trapped hand as his footsteps recede into the silence.

      I pull hard and feel the skin around my wrist give way yet again. The next layer comes off, drawing a fresh smear of warm blood.

      I don’t even flinch against the pain. I just keep twisting my wrist, trying to find the position that’ll release me. That tempting slack is there if I just lean like this and twist like…

      Five minutes later, my wrist is aching and the blood is thick and sticky and I’m no closer to being free.

      I bite back the tears and sit down on the edge of the bed, battling the exhaustion hurtling through my body. When was the last time I ate something?

      I think back on the last twelve hours, marveling at how instantaneously circumstances can change. Had I really woken up in my own bed this morning? Had I really been forced into a fight I didn’t want with my brother only a few hours ago?

      Almost as if to remind me, my scalp hurts where Drago had grabbed a fistful of my hair. The side of my face tingles, too. I know without even looking that the bruise will be there tomorrow. This was a slow-blossoming one, the kind that takes a while to show itself.

      I know all the different kinds. I can tell yellow from black, instant from delayed, painful from not as much—all without having to so much as glance in the mirror.

      A lifetime of slaps across the face teaches you a lot, apparently.

      I can’t even remember the first time a man hit me. It must’ve been Drago. I learned early that he’d hit me if I messed up. I’d grown up expecting to be punished if I disobeyed or inconvenienced him. And when you’re a five-year-old girl with no one in the world but your brother, he ends up suffering a lot of your more irritating qualities.

      Which meant I often ended up suffering from him.

      I look down at my cuffed hand. As I do, I feel the full weight of all my shackles, both physical and mental.

      I’ve got to get free.

      I stand up and try to squeeze my hand out of the cuff. Pain ignites on my wrist and travels rapidly through my entire arm. But I still keep pulling.

      And then, to my utter amazement, the chain breaks.

      I fall backwards against the carpeted floor. And when I raise my aching arm, there’s no restraint holding me back anymore.

      I did it.

      Simple as that. A bubble of disbelieving laughter escapes me, but I quickly stifle it as I get to my feet. Kian may have heard the thump of me hitting the floor. The clock is ticking.

      I know the door is open. He hasn’t bothered locking it either time he’s left me in here. I loathe being underestimated. But in this case, I’ll take it.

      I tiptoe to the door and press my ear against the cool surface. I can’t hear a damn thing, but I’m fairly certain that my only barrier to freedom is Kian himself. If I can avoid him completely, maybe I have a chance at escaping.

      I take a deep breath, allowing my determination to solidify until it turns to courage.

      Then, quietly, I open the door and step outside.

      On my way to freedom.
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      The apartment is empty. At least, it looks that way. I glance around for something I can use as a weapon. Anything will do. I just don’t want to be empty-handed if I run into trouble.

      There’s a spiky crystal ornament sitting on a table a few feet away from me. It’s beautiful, ornate, and clearly expensive. But most importantly, it’s sharp.

      I heft the thing up and turn it over to find a good grip on it. One long crystal spike extends away from me. Perfect.

      I continue down the hallway. Thankfully, I don’t have to concentrate too hard on my movements because the carpet swallows up sound. It’s pointless anyway. After a few moments, it’s clear that there’s no one around this part of the apartment.

      I pass the living room. The New York skyline glistening beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows makes me pause for a moment.

      “Whoa,” I breathe softly.

      New York certainly is a beauty from this perspective. The height hides all of her little flaws and enhances all of her beauty. Unfortunately, I don’t have the luxury of admiring it.

      I move quietly forward—and then I freeze suddenly when I hear a sound off to the side. It’s coming from behind one of the closed doors. A bedroom, if I had to guess. I’m almost certain Kian’s inside.

      I shudder, then keep hurrying through the apartment until I reach the rich foyer that leads to the private elevator. And that’s when it hits me.

      The elevator. The fucking elevator.

      It’s sealed off by a security code.

      Kian’s words flash through my head. “Did you really think I’d bring you here if leaving was as simple as clicking the elevator button?”

      Fuck. I move closer, eyeing the little box sitting innocently next to the silver double doors. LOCKED, it says in big, red letters.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      My hopes of an easy escape deflate and a burgeoning sense of resignation swallows me up.

      I turn on the spot and look at the wall directly in front of me. The one that holds the beautiful black-and-white landscape drawing I’d admired when I’d been carried through here. Dazed, I walk forward to take a closer look at the art. It’s even more impressive up close. The strokes are so damn detailed. Each one is deliberate and considered.

      At first sight, it’s a simple landscape of a lush garden overlooking a lake. But as I look closer, I notice other things. Like the woman sitting in the garden looking out over the lake. Like the man standing down below by the lake’s edge. There’s a tiny, almost indiscernible cloud hanging over him, as though he’s smoking something. A cigarette, perhaps. I can see a pair of feline eyes staring out from the shrubbery and a pair of what looks like children’s shoes strung out along the garden as if they’ve been forgotten.

      The details are what make the painting more special. It also makes me curious. There’s a story nestled in here somewhere, if I could just figure out where to look.

      I don’t have time for that now, though. I snap myself out of my trance and retreat back into the bulk of the penthouse. Turning to the right, I walk into the living room.

      An electric fireplace sits opposite the windows. It’s been built into the wall, recessed with rustic white brick. It feels a little misplaced somehow. Not quite right for this Manhattan penthouse. More the kind of thing you’d see somewhere in Europe, maybe. Maybe that’s why I like it.

      But I forget about it completely when my eyes land on the picture leaning against the fireplace’s mantle. I slip forward, my eyes skirting quickly over the faces staring back at me.

      I notice Kian first, of course. He’s standing to the far left in a white button-down shirt and that charming smile that already feels so familiar to me. He looks a few years younger here.

      Next to him is woman with gorgeous red hair that seems to have a mind of its own. It curls and bends in waves that seem to defy logic. She’s dressed simply in jeans and a cashmere sweater. The man on her other side looks so much like Kian that I do a double take and squint hard at the picture. Only then do I realize that this man is older and blonder.

      But he’s got the same smile. The same disarming charm that comes across, even through the photograph and the years since it was taken.

      His brother. It must be.

      Given the way his arm is wrapped around the beautiful redhead, I’m guessing the two of them are together.

      Same as the couple occupying the righthand side of the picture. They’re both dark and beautiful. I don’t know if it’s my imagination or not, but they both look a little tense. Guarding mysteries in their eyes. He also shares some of Kian’s features. Another brother, if I had to guess, with his wife or girlfriend clinging to him.

      Seated at the front of the lineup is an older duo. The man has a stark expression and piercing eyes that are devoid of warmth. But the way he holds the little girl on his lap is loving through and through.

      The woman next to him has the same austerity to her features. She is smiling, but I can tell she doesn’t make a habit of it. Clearly, they’re married. But she’s not touching her husband. She’s holding the hand of the little girl on her husband’s lap.

      So this is it. Kian O’Sullivan’s family.

      His brothers. His parents. His little niece.

      He must love them. Why else would anyone have a photograph blown up so large, framed and hung up in the center of the room like it’s the fucking crown jewel?

      The longer I look, the hotter the anger in my belly grows.

      He has all of this.

      I have none of it.

      And why is that? Because of him. Because he snatched it all away from me when I was five years old, in a storm of blood and gunfire. I find myself turning from the mantel and back towards the door I’m fairly certain Kian is behind.

      I’m aware that I’m not thinking straight. Emotion is what’s driving me forward, not logic. But I’m too angry, too bitter, too short on options to reconsider what I’m doing.

      Either I’ll succeed or I’ll die. It feels like a risk worth taking.

      I press my ear to his door, but I don’t hear a sound. Or, wait—yes, I do.

      It’s the clattering of running water. He’s in the shower.

      Perfect.
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      As silently as I can, I open his door. I’m not surprised when it swings inward easily. If he didn’t bother to lock me in, he’s not going to bother locking his own door.

      I move quietly inside. My heartbeat is up, adrenaline coursing through my body. I’m distantly aware that this is a room fit for a king. The ceilings are high overhead, the bed in the middle of the room big enough to cartwheel across.

      But my eyes aren’t on any of the rich details of this so-called “don.” I’m focused on the crack of light beneath the slightly ajar bathroom door. As I step closer, I note the thin veil of vapor pouring through. It’s chilly in here despite the steam.

      My hands tighten around the crystal ornament in my hand. I get closer. Closer. Putting my shoulder to the bathroom door, I nudge it open just enough to peek inside. There’s a glass shower cubicle just inside and to the right. It’s appropriately huge for the rest of the penthouse. Two rainfall showerheads pour down onto the cream tile.

      And standing beneath those showerheads is the silhouette of the man who ruined my life.

      Thankfully, his back is to me. The fogged-up glass hides most of the details. He’s a blur of tanned skin and dark hair. But his outline is enough to send that heat surging through me again.

      His shoulders are fucking broad. His muscles are undeniable. For a second, I think what a shame it is to kill such a perfect man.

      He’s not a man, the angry voice inside my head retorts harshly. He’s a murderer.

      Drago’s words start circling in my head like buzzards over roadkill. All the things he’s told me over the years about the Irish start repeating on a loop. Every insult, every accusation, every crime he’s ever laid at Kian O’Sullivan’s feet.

      I’m going to kill that son of a bitch for what he’s done to us, Drago has said more times than I could ever count. But my brother has never managed to exact the revenge he wants so badly. He hasn’t managed to avenge the family honor.

      Maybe I can.

      Everything after that happens fast. I raise the crystal ornament like a knife. Burst through the shower door. Water and fog engulf me, but I’ve got my eye on him.

      I bring the crystal down. One sharp spike glistening in the heat and humidity. Aimed straight for the back of Kian’s skull.

      It hurtles through the air. Water cascades all around me.

      This is for you, Papa.

      This is for you, Drago.

      But most of all, this is for me.

      Kian turns—his eyes grow huge—

      And then, to my shock and horror, his hand comes up to block the killing blow.

      I scream, but it’s too late. I’m too slow and he’s too fast. His hand snakes out and seizes my wrist where it’s raw and bloody from yanking at the handcuffs. I scream again.

      He twists hard. The pain takes all the strength out of my fingers, and then he slams my hand against the tile wall.

      The ornament falls, falls, falls…

      And explodes into a million jagged shards on the floor of the shower.

      I’m trembling and drenched from head to toe. My breath is coming in pained gasps. Only now do I realize how naïve this plan was from the beginning. But the anger and hate blinded me to it. Made me think that I could do this. I should’ve just run.

      Kian shoves me up against the back wall of the shower, and if I wasn’t completely drenched before, I am now. I scream a third time, but he ignores me as he gains control of the situation. I look up, past the droplets of water and fog, and see his blue eyes boring down at me.

      He looks impossibly dangerous. For a second, I’m certain he’s going to strangle the life out of me here. And for a second, I’m certain that that’s what he wants, too.

      But then he abruptly reconsiders. Grabbing me by the roots of my hair, he drags me from the shower. I clutch at his wrist, screaming again, but he still acts like he can’t even hear me.

      We make our way into his room, thrashing everywhere, but he’s too big and too strong to resist. He hurls me inside and I fall to my hands and knees, soaking the carpet beneath my feet. I try to get up and run, but he snags my wrist once more, whirls me into him like we’re dancers, and then uses that momentum to shove me up face-first against a bare expanse of wall.

      He’s on me before I can even draw a breath. Hot. Naked. Soaked.

      The steam rises from his head like a halo. My wet clothes are clinging to me like a second skin, and I’m suddenly very aware of the fact that Kian is completely and totally bare.

      He doesn’t seem to be at all bothered by it, though. His eyes are alight with pure fucking rage.

      Rage aimed at me.

      If he wasn’t going to kill me before, he damn sure looks like that’s what he wants now.

      I struggle, but it’s half-hearted. I know I won’t be able to fight him fairly. Naked and ambushed and yet he still ends up with the upper hand. How did I ever think this was a good idea?

      The muscles of his chest feel like they’re cut from stone. I try and push back, but he doesn’t give me even a moment’s respite.

      His breath whistles against my ear. His entire body feels like it’s glued to mine.

      And then I feel something else, prodding between my thighs…

      I almost gasp with the realization that he’s managed to get hard off a murder attempt on his own life.

      “Get off me!” I strain to yell.

      “Oh, no, kitten,” he growls in my ear. “You started this. Now, I’m going to finish it.”

      The way he says it makes me shiver with fear. I’ve always believed that I’d be the kind of person to look death in the eye without flinching. But apparently, I’m not. I want to live. Especially because I’ve never really gotten the chance to do that on my own terms.

      Kian spins me around so fast that he nearly knocks the air right out of me. Now we’re face to face, his chest pressed down against mine.

      It’s too close. Too much. He’s overwhelming me, forcing me to confront the strange sensations zooming through my body like a warning call.

      I can feel his cock pressed up against my thigh. And fuck… He’s big. Thick as my wrist and longer than anything I’ve ever seen before.

      “This was a mistake, Renata,” he tells me—like I haven’t already realized that myself. And, God help me, the way he says my name makes me want to sin again and again if this is the punishment I’ll get.

      His eyes linger on my face. Another taut moment, tense with heat and steam and a million other things surging back and forth between us.

      I don’t know what he wants.

      I don’t know what I want.

      And I don’t know what would happen if either one of us ever admitted those things out loud.

      He snaps off the moment without warning. I scream yet again as Kian grabs me and drags me back into the room he’d first imprisoned me in.

      For a moment, I’m relieved, believing he’s just going to cuff me again. But he walks me right past the four-poster bed, ignoring the broken cuffs hanging from where I left them.

      “Wait… what are you doing…?”

      With his free hand, he throws open the door to the massive wooden wardrobe that dominates the back wall of the room.

      Then he shoves me inside.

      It’s a deep wardrobe. I’m surprised by how easily I fit inside it. Then it dawns on me what he’s doing.

      “No!” I shriek.

      I have exactly two seconds of uninterrupted view of Kian’s amazing physique. His broad shoulders, firm pecs, the defined eight pack that veers down into a narrow waist and the most impressive cock I’ve seen in my entire life.

      Then he slams the doors closed. Darkness swallows me up. Shuts out the world.

      I ram my palms against the closed wardrobe doors, but even I can tell that the wood is thick and unrelenting. The click of a lock confirms it—I’m not getting out of here.

      But I scream anyway. “No! Let me out of here! You can’t do this!”

      Except, clearly, he can.
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      I walk back to my room, the water already evaporating off my body. My fists are clenched and my jaw is tight with fury.

      The girl is more trouble than I anticipated. I’m starting to think that keeping her alive is more of a liability than a bargaining chip. Especially since there’s nothing to bargain for.

      I don’t want to make a deal with Drago Lombardi.

      I want the fucker dead.

      I pace around the perimeter of my bedroom. The carpet beneath my feet absorbs the last few drops of water dripping from me. It’s cold, but I welcome the frigidity. It’s helped calm me down—in more ways than one.

      My erection was hard enough to be painful there for a second. That also pisses me off. It feels like a fucking betrayal. My own body turning on me.

      And she’d definitely noticed it, too. I caught her staring at my cock. Not shocked. Not disgusted. Just… curious. Maybe even a little turned on herself.

      My fists tighten further as I move into the walk-in closet and pull out pants and a fresh shirt. Even after I’ve gotten dressed, the adrenaline still pumps through my veins. I’m so fucking aware that she’s in the very next room, trapped inside a wooden box, alone and wet.

      Fuck. It’s hard to keep the image of her soaked tits out of my head.

      “Stop it,” I growl out loud.

      This is just distracting me from the task at hand: killing Drago Lombardi and ridding myself of a nuisance that’s been plaguing me since I got to this fucking city.

      I leave my room, walk across the living room and into my office. It’s turned out eerily similar to the office space that Da used to have way back when he was still running things in Dublin. I’ve tried over the years to change things around, to make it more my own. But everything I did just made the resemblance more and more uncanny.

      According to Cillian, I’m the one who’s most like Da. When he said that to me, I called him a fucking twat and walked away.

      But only because he was right.

      Once I’m seated behind my desk overlooking the New York City skyline, I click number one on speed dial and wait for the twat himself to answer.

      “Oi, little brother.”

      I pop my legs up on the desk and lean into my wing backed leather chair. “Hey, Cil.”

      “Damn. Rough night?”

      “All I say was ‘hey.’”

      “It’s all in the tone.”

      “I thought it was all in the eyes?” I tease.

      “I can’t see your fucking eyes now, can I?” he says impatiently. “And if I could, I’d tell you that they’re not as alluring as mine are.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’ve been waiting for you to mature for the last fifteen years.”

      “And I told you to give up waiting fourteen years ago.”

      I smirk. It’s good to talk to Cillian. Sometimes, I think it’s a shame that we can’t do this together, in the same damn city. But he was right to send me here. It just took me a couple of years to realize that.

      “How’s Saoirse?” I ask.

      “That’s not why you called,” he retorts in a matter-of-fact tone.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because the only time you call so early is if you have something in particular to discuss with me. Not to shoot the shit.”

      I groan internally when I glance at the clock on the wall. He’s right—it’s early as hell in Dublin. “Sorry. Did I wake you, Sleeping Beauty?”

      Cillian snorts. “You know I always sleep with one eye open.”

      “Clan business keeping you up?”

      “No, daughter business is keeping me up,” he retorts. “First, they tell you the toddler years are hardest. Then they tell you the teenage years are hardest. No one prepares you for a twenty-year-old girl with her mother’s temper.”

      I smile. “I don’t even want to know.”

      “Smart man.”

      “You’re right, though. I do have something particular to discuss. And I’ll get to it in a second. I just need a distraction first. Talk to me about something. Anything.”

      There’s a couple of seconds of silence. “Saoirse’s good,” Cillian tells me. “She’s working on a new exhibition. But it won’t be up for another couple of months.”

      “I take it the gallery’s doing well?”

      “It’s doing well,” Cillian replies humbly. But I can practically hear the glowing pride in his voice.

      “I’m glad she got back into it,” I say. “Talent like hers should be seen.”

      I think of the landscape she sketched that’s framed and hanging in my foyer. The lake behind the O’Sullivan Manor in Dublin, stretching out far to the horizon. My childhood. My home.

      Or rather, it was my home. It hasn’t been for a long time.

      “She wanted to focus on the kids,” says Cillian. “And let’s face it: when things with the Teagan Clan were at their height, she couldn’t focus on anything else.”

      I nod, remembering how rough that particular battle was a few years ago. Of course, I’d been removed from it all. I was busy fighting demons of my own. I would’ve preferred fighting the Teagans, though. At least those bastards fought with fists and guns.

      The demons I was battling all lived inside my head.

      “Yeah, well, we sent those motherfuckers back to hell where they belonged, didn’t we?”

      “In the end, we did,” he agrees.

      “Speaking of the devil, how is yours?”

      “Still a devil,” Cillian says, with a tired sigh. “My own daughter says she prefers spending time over at the Manor. God only knows why.”

      “I have a feeling you know exactly why.”

      “Too true. I suspect she has a boyfriend.”

      “Jesus,” I breathe, remembering when I used to bounce my niece Aoife on my knee to make her giggle. “Isn’t she, like, twelve?”

      “Twenty.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Yeah,” Cillian replies, as though his daughter’s decision to age is a personal insult to him. “I’m pretty sure she’s confided in Saoirse, but apparently, they both think I’m too hotheaded to handle it.”

      “You’re planning on killing the boyfriend, aren’t you?”

      “Of course. First chance I get. I don’t understand how that makes me hotheaded, though.”

      I laugh. But when a silence fills in the gap afterward, Cillian doesn’t offer me any additional information and I realize I have no more reasons left to stall.

      “Lombardi got away from me tonight,” I admit.

      “Lombardi,” Cillian repeats with complete disdain. “Draco Lombardi?”

      “Drago.”

      “Same thing,” he says dismissively. “Giorgio Lombardi’s little shit spawn?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “Isn’t he an idiot?”

      That forces a laugh out of me. “Exactly. Which is why this one fucking hurts,” I grimace. “I let him slip right through my fingers.”

      “I told you, you should have dealt with him years ago.”

      “I know,” I say grudgingly.

      “Small threats can grow into big ones.”

      I grit my teeth. “I know.”

      “You should have killed him the same day you killed his fucking father.”

      “I fucking know, Cillian,” I growl. “Don’t go all Da on me.”

      “Low fucking blow.”

      “Had to be said.”

      We still joke about our father. But only because the precedent has been set. We both know that to be a great don means mimicking Ronan O’Sullivan as closely as we can.

      “So what happened?”

      “Little shit tried to hit one of my warehouses,” I explain. “He showed up with a tiny fucking crew and rigged a bomb to the main entrance. Phoenix was with me.”

      “Ah, young Phoenix. Artem told me you were mentoring the kid for a few weeks.”

      It used to bother me that Cillian spoke to Artem more than he spoke to me. But I get it now. Sometimes, family isn’t just about sharing blood. Sometimes, it’s about choosing each other even when there’s nothing compelling you to.

      When Cillian had been forced into exile from Ireland, Artem was there for him. That loyalty went both ways. It has never wavered. Another reason why the Bratva and the O’Sullivan Clan are so fucking powerful today. Both mafia families have been strengthened by an alliance that goes far deeper than shared financial gain.

      It’s built on brotherhood.

      “He’s a good kid,” I say. “Quiet and broody, just like his father.”

      “He’s more like Esme than Artem,” Cillian says.

      “No,” I disagree. “He’s still figuring out who he’s like. I’m not even sure he knows.”

      “He’s not the reason things didn’t go according to plan, is he?” Cillian asks cautiously, as though the thought’s just occurring to him.

      “No,” I sigh. “This one’s all on me. I waited until he left, dismantled the bomb, and then took off after him.”

      “With Phoenix?”

      I suppress a frustrated groan. “Alone.”

      “Jesus, Kian.”

      “Like you said before, Lombardi’s a fucking idiot. I didn’t think I needed backup. And I wouldn’t have, if it hadn’t been for…”

      I trail off, realizing how ridiculous I’m going to sound when I say it.

      “If it hadn’t been for…?” Cillian asks impatiently.

      “I had a tracker on his van. I found his house easily. I thought it’d be an easy kill. Force my way into the house, kill the bastard, leave. The end.”

      “Sounds like there’s a ‘but’ coming.”

      “Lombardi wasn’t the one that opened the door. A girl did.”

      “A girl?”

      “His sister. Renata…”

      It’s still bothering me that she gave her name up to Phoenix, but she refused it to me.

      “He has a sister?” Cillian asks, sounding confused.

      “I told you about her after it was done. She was there when I killed her father.”

      “Jesus,” Cillian whistles low. “How old was she? Six, seven?”

      “Five.”

      “Fuck. Bet she remembered you.”

      I want to throw something. Instead, I grit my teeth. The look in her eyes when she answered the door… like her worst nightmare had just come calling.

      “Yeah, she fucking remembered me. She almost took my eye out. Thankfully, I walked away with a gash over my eyebrow instead of a slit eyeball.”

      “Little kitten grew claws, eh?”

      I laugh bitterly. He doesn’t even know the half of it. Little kitten tried to kill me just a few minutes ago.

      “Okay,” Cillian says after a moment, “so you were taken by surprise. The girl was there. Who else?”

      “Nobody. Just her. Well, I think Drago was actually in the house, too. But he managed to get away while I was busy trying to cow the wildcat.”

      “So that’s what happened,” Cillian says. “He sacrificed his sister as a diversion and ran.”

      I hesitate. “Actually, something had happened between the two of them before I showed up. I’m pretty sure she’d injured him. He was wounded when he ran. There was blood.”

      “Did you find out what happened before you killed her?” Cillian asks, making the obvious assumption. When I don’t answer, he grumbles, “Kian? You did kill her, right?”

      I breathe. Rub my temples. He’s not going to like this.

      “Kian…”

      I grit my teeth and spit it out. “There’s still time to find out. I didn’t kill her.”

      A predictably confused pause. Then: “Why the fuck not?”

      I groan. “I don’t know,” I grimace in defeat. “I don’t fucking know.”

      I rest my head on the cool surface of the desk and breathe. My fingers are still tingling with adrenaline from the fight in the shower. And the memory of her body pressed up against mine, soaking wet and writhing…

      “She still has the same scar, you know,” I say softly, almost to myself. “The crescent moon scar on her cheek.”

      I don’t even know why that’s relevant. I don’t know why I mention it. It just slips out of my mouth as though my subconsciousness can’t keep it in any longer.

      “Jesus,” Cillian says again. This time, he sounds amused.

      “What?” I demand defensively.

      “You’re going soft, little brother.”

      I growl, but all that does is make Cillian laugh.

      “She’s a fucking Lombardi. And clearly, a more dangerous one than her idiot brother,” he points out. “You realize that the Lombardis still have allies in the city. They may be keeping a low profile, but that’s only because they know they can’t win if they hit us now.”

      “I’m aware,” I drawl.

      “Give them a reason to coalesce and they will,” he continues.

      It’s moments like this that make me glad Cillian sent me to New York two decades ago. I don’t need my big brother breathing down my neck with every mistake I make.

      Even if I deserve it.

      “I’m going to kill her,” I snarl with new determination.

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      “No.”

      He ignores me and asks it anyway. “What does she look like now?”

      Of course the fucker had to ask a question like that. He knows. The motherfucker knows.

      “Does it matter?” I ask coldly. “She’s a walking corpse.”

      Cillian chuckles. “So she is attractive.”

      “She’s definitely better looking than her brother,” I say evasively. “Drago fell off the ugly tree and hit every branch on the way down.”

      “Kian.”

      “What?”

      “Answer the damn question.”

      “She’s a fucking stunner,” I concede, knowing he won’t stop until I give him a straight answer. “A knockout if ever there was one. But I’m not going to let that distract me.”

      I can practically see him smiling. “Good. Don’t let her bewitch you, Kian,” Cillian says, a kernel of concern burrowing its way into his tone. “Clans have been brought to their knees by far less.”

      “Sage advice,” I reply. “Didn’t you once risk it all for the woman you’re now married to?”

      “I… Well… That’s different.”

      “Because it’s you?”

      “No,” he says adamantly. “Because that was true fucking love.”

      I smile, thrilled that I’ve managed to get the words “true love” from my brother’s lips. The fact that he’s not happy about it only makes me smile harder.

      “Is this girl the future mother of your children?” Cillian demands, if only to paper over the embarrassment.

      “Of course not.”

      “Then why are we arguing?”

      “We’re not,” I retort. “This is just… a robust conversation.”

      “Mhmm. Kian, if the girl’s a problem, remove her from the equation.”

      “I will,” I say with a half-hearted nod. “I will.”

      “Good,” Cillian says. Then he chuckles.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Just amused by the irony of this,” he says. “For two decades, I’ve been waiting for you to express interest in a woman. And when you finally do, she’s forbidden fruit.”

      “Fuck you. I don’t want her.”

      “Have you looked at her tits?”

      “I look at every woman’s tits.”

      “When they’re trying to kill you?”

      I growl, but it comes out more like a groan.

      Cillian laughs. “Don’t worry. The right woman is out there for you.”

      I fiddle with a letter opener on my desk, carving up a spare piece of paper. “Are you deliberately trying to annoy me now?”

      “I’ve been trying to annoy you from the moment we started this conversation.”

      “I have no intention of settling down, Cil. Ever.”

      “So you’ve said.”

      “And you refuse to believe me,” I press. “Because, as usual, you think you know better.”

      “I do know better.”

      “You got lucky with Saoirse,” I tell him. “But you’re also an incurable romantic.”

      “How dare you?”

      I smirk. “I’m not you, brother. Not after… not after everything that happened. You know my rules. You know how I live my life.”

      He sighs. I’m sure he’s doing the exact same thing I’m doing—rubbing the bridge of his nose to ward off a headache.

      He knows what I went through. Even Cillian O’Sullivan, who never dreamed up a joke that wasn’t worth mentioning, knows better than to make light of it.

      “Yeah, well, we can’t all be churning through every eligible bachelorette in Manhattan in twos and threes like you do. You’d better be careful, though, brother—at your age, you might have a heart attack in the sack. Lucky bastard, that would be a hell of a way to go.”

      I laugh, but I know my brother. There’s not a trace of longing or jealousy in his tone. He doesn’t want the single life. He hasn’t since he set eyes on Saoirse. Their love story is three decades strong now.

      Sure, there’s a minor thirteen-year interruption in there somewhere. But otherwise, a modern-day fucking fairytale. With a few extra guns and gore thrown in. Which really just makes the story much more interesting.

      “I’ve got to go handle this shit,” I tell him.

      “Right. And call Saoirse when you have the chance. She worries about you.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know why.”

      “She’s a worrier.”

      “She’s got children to worry about.”

      “Her children live close.”

      I snort. “Well, I’m honored to be included in her list.”

      “Be careful what you wish for.” Laughing, Cillian hangs up.

      I don’t like the silence that crowds in afterwards, so as soon as the call is over, I dial in Tiernan’s number. It’s late, but I know he’ll pick up. Very few of the calls I make go unanswered.

      Sure enough, he speaks up on the third ring. “Everything okay, don?”

      “I have a small problem I need you to take care of for me.”

      “Of course. What’s the problem?”

      “There’s a woman in my penthouse,” I say. “She needs to disappear tomorrow.”

      I have a strange feeling traveling up my body as I say the words. An almost visceral rejection of the order I’m giving my righthand man.

      And like most of the uncomfortable feelings I’ve had in the past, I squash it.

      “Got it, boss,” he says. No questions asked.

      “She’s trapped in the wardrobe in the guest room. The big one.”

      Again, no questions. Not even a hint of surprise.

      “Consider it done,” he replies. “I do have that meeting with Carver in the morning. Late morning.”

      “It’s fine,” I say. “No rush. Do it after.”

      “Will do, don.”

      I end the call and start dialing again directly after. I’m drumming my fingers against the desk when Phoenix finally picks up.

      “Hey.”

      “You were supposed to give me an update,” I remind him.

      “There aren’t any to give,” Phoenix says defensively. “We’re still looking.”

      “Got any leads?”

      He hesitates for a second. “He’s got someone helping him.”

      “And you know that because?”

      “His trail dried up about an hour ago,” Phoenix replies. “He’s being hidden. Protected.”

      Cillian’s words flash across my eyes. The Lombardis still have allies in the city. I’ll have to root around the old files. Dig up old names that used to side with the Lombardis when it came to land disputes and the like. Some of them had defected to the Clan when they saw the writing on the wall. Others had run. Most had died in that first battle twenty years ago.

      “Send me your location. I’ll join the search.”

      “I can handle it.”

      “I know you can,” I tell him. “But this search might benefit from a little extra manpower.”

      I can tell he wants to argue, but he drops it at the last moment. “As you wish. Sending you the coordinates now.”

      “Good.” I hang up.

      My forehead throbs as I stare out at the New York City skyline. The Lombardi fucker is out there somewhere. I plan on finding him before the night is through. Then I’ll come back here and deal with his sister.

      Cillian’s right: I can’t afford to be distracted by amber doe eyes or a perfect pair of tits. There’s too much at stake here.

      I clench my fists and get up.

      Time to take care of business.
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      The closet is dark and humid. I try rattling the doors again and again, but it doesn’t get me any closer to escaping. Like it or not, I’m trapped.

      I huddle up, legs to my chest, still dripping water from the shower. Kian’s naked body flashes across my mind’s eye far more often than I’d like. Every time it does, I sneer and try to make the vision disappear.

      But who am I kidding? He’s a fucking specimen. Carved from marble. Eyes like jewels. And the gray in his hair only heightens it all.

      He’s been the boogeyman in my nightmare for twenty years. But the darkness in him does something very, very dangerous to the darkness in me.

      I fall asleep at some point.

      Or at least, I think I do.

      All I know is that suddenly, I’m not in the wardrobe anymore—I’m somewhere else. Somewhere twenty years in the past. And I’m not the bitter, angry adult Renata Lombardi anymore. Not quite.

      I’m just a five-year-old girl wondering what is happening at my father’s wedding.

      Why there’s so much blood.

      Why the screams of dying men echo through the house.

      There’s blood dripping off the hem of my dress, but that doesn’t bother as much as the screams. They’re coming from the courtyard just outside the house.

      “Stay away!” Someone had shouted that to me when the gunfire began. But I’ve never followed instructions very well.

      When I step forward, under the slight shadow of the doorway, I see him.

      A man. Tall and muscular with short hair, brown but shot through with blond, and intense blue eyes that skewer me in place.

      An avenging angel.

      He’s covered in blood, but I don’t run. Even when he walks toward me and squats down in front of me, I feel safe. Comfortable in his presence. His eyes are intense, but not unkind.

      He tears off a scrap of his own shirt, and my eyes linger on the piece of fabric as he raises it to my cut cheek.

      “Who are you?” I ask in a tiny, meek voice.

      He doesn’t answer. Just keeps mopping the blood off my face. Then he stands and turns to leave.

      “Wait! Don’t leave,” I whimper. He doesn’t pause. Doesn’t look back. He just disappears around the corner.

      “Help me,” I whisper. But no one can hear me.
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      My eyes dart open.

      The scene—the blood, the man—it all disappears. I’m awake again. But all I can see is darkness.

      I gasp and sit upright. My legs complain instantly. I’ve fallen asleep lying on the wardrobe floor with my knees scrunched up near my chest. I try to stretch, but a cramp pulses up my leg and I have to keel over to try and soothe the muscle. Even after it passes though, my body aches.

      How long have I been in here? I can see a sliver of light through the tiny slit at the bottom of the wardrobe door. It must be morning—but what time?

      The air feels stale, oppressive. And it smells like him. Kian O’Sullivan’s scent is burying me in here, drowning me.

      I want out. I need out.

      I push against the wardrobe doors, but they don’t budge. He knew what he was doing when he trapped me in here.

      Maybe it’s not his first time doing this, I think bitterly. Maybe I’m not the first woman to be locked in the Irish don’s wardrobe. Sick fucking bastard.

      I shake my head, trying to dislodge the strange feeling that my dream has left on me. In it, Kian felt more like savior than villain. The dream is familiar—I’ve had it thousands of times in my life—but that part of it certainly isn’t. That part is new.

      “Fuck me,” I say out loud. The words echo between the dark walls of my makeshift cell.

      I don’t know what’s more frustrating: the fact that I’m trapped in here with a man who’s clearly dangerous… or the fact that a part of me is drawn to him despite that.

      I’ve never been so fucking confused in my entire life. Even when I was lunging at him with a weapon in hand, intent on ending his life, I couldn’t help but marvel at his naked body. Even when I was struggling to breathe as he pinned me against a wall, I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of hot excitement.

      Which leads me to only one logical conclusion: I’m sick.

      I’m a fucking sick person. What kind of woman is attracted to the man who’s trying to kill her? A scarred woman. A broken woman.

      I’m inclined to blame Drago. My brother did a good job desensitizing me to violence. It’s a language I understand better than I should. But I can’t blame him for this. He spent his entire life drilling only one thing into me: the Clan is the enemy. Kian O’Sullivan is the devil incarnate. And only with his death can we be free.

      But I tried to kill him, and look where it got me?

      Maybe Drago was wrong about some things.

      I adjust my position and rest my head against the back of the wardrobe. I have to keep my legs pulled up towards my chest. There’s no other option but to ignore the ache in my limbs. At this point, even if I’m released from this wardrobe, I have no idea if I’ll even be able to walk.

      I sit there for a long time. An hour feels like five in the confining darkness. But then, finally, I hear sound.

      Someone’s walking into the room.

      I stay as silent as possible and wait. I know instinctively that it’s not Kian. His footsteps are heavier, more authoritative. Whoever’s in here is submissive. Quiet. Eager not to disrupt anything.

      I can hear things being moved around a little. The whoosh of a duster and the whirr of a vacuum. A maid, perhaps?

      Hope fills me up and suddenly, I don’t care about the stale air. I just need to wait—and hope that she decides to open the wardrobe door.

      It takes longer than I expect for her to reach this side of the room. I can see her shadow swallow up the light every time she passes by.

      If she knows I’m in here, she’s not likely to let me out. But if I make a noise, she’ll probably open up the doors to check. So I start to make a gentle rapping noise with my nails, hoping it sounds just innocent enough to coax her to open the wardrobe out of curiosity.

      The vacuum stops. Footsteps shuffle closer. The light between the floor and the door of the wardrobe snuffs out completely.

      Then, like a fucking miracle, the doors rattle. The bolt cranks open.

      I act instantly.

      The moment I see light—real light—I shove the door open. It cracks the maid in the face and she stumbles backwards with a stunned shriek. Tripping over the edge of the rug, she hits the ground hard with one hand clapped over her bleeding nose.

      I feel a twinge of guilt. The terror on her face is obvious. But being kind doesn’t get you very far in life. That’s another lesson my brother taught me.

      My legs feel like jelly, but I can’t afford to show weakness. And I’m not done using this woman yet. I need something more. I force myself forward until I’m standing right on top of her.

      I must look like an unholy monster, because she’s clutching her heart and staring up at me in fright.

      “How did you get in here?” I hiss.

      She’s a kindly-looking woman. Probably in her mid-fifties. Her hair’s graying at the edges and she’s got laugh lines at the corners of her eyes. She looks like the kind of woman who has grandkids she spoils and a lazy husband at home who never contributes nearly as much as he should.

      I start yelling at myself internally. Stop it. Stop creating a story for her. You need to create a story for yourself. Preferably one where you’re still alive by the end.

      “How the fuck did you get in?” I glower at her.

      She recoils away from me and smacks her head on the floor by accident. When she speaks, her voice is a broken tremor. “I… I’m just the… the maid...”

      “Did someone let you in?”

      “I… I have the code…”

      Yes! Hell fucking yes. “Tell me,” I order, toeing the bottom of her trembling foot. “What is it? Tell me now!”

      She starts shaking her head as tears spill down her cheeks. I feel horrible, but I’m too desperate to give into the guilt. I have to get out. She has the code. This is the only way.

      “Tell me now!”

      “Master Kian… He will be upset…”

      I don’t know if it’s my imagination or not, but I think I hear footsteps. I’m terrified he’s going to walk into this room right now and derail my escape attempt. I have to hurry.

      Suddenly, I find my hands around her neck. And I’m staring down at her deep grey eyes.

      “Please don’t make me hurt you,” I whisper. Now, my tone is bordering on desperate.

      Her eyes go wide as I apply more pressure around her neck. “I… I…” she croaks.

      The expression on her face is so damn familiar that for a moment I can’t stop looking at her. I can’t help but try to place it.

      And then it hits me. The expression is familiar because it’s one I’ve had many times before. When Drago was in one of his moods and I was the easiest outlet for his anger.

      This is how it feels to fear for your life.

      My eyes leave her face and flicker to my own hands, wrapped around this poor woman’s neck. After all those years with my brother, I’ve finally become the thing I hate most.

      I release her instantly and back away. I can’t even hide the fact that I’m trembling. Her eyes are on me, but she stays where she is on the ground.

      “I… I’m sorry,” I stammer. “I’m so sorry… I… I just… I have to get out of here. Please. He’ll kill me.”

      She has no reason to care. No reason to help me after what I just tried to do to her. But her expression shifts instantly. The terror fades and she looks at me with concern. With sympathy. With the desire to help.

      “Fifty-six-eleven-seventeen-forty-two.”

      My mouth pops open. “Say it again.”

      She repeats it again. This time, slowly.

      A tear slips down my cheek. “Thank you,” I whisper.

      She nods. “Go,” she urges almost silently. “Now.”

      I don’t wait to be told twice. I scramble forward and out of the room. My numb legs trip me up more than once, but by the time I make it to the elevator, I feel slightly steadier.

      I punch the code she just gave me into the keypad.

      Fifty-six…

      Eleven…

      Seventeen…

      Forty-two…

      I wait. Pray with eyes closed. And then the elevator doors ping open.

      I don’t allow myself to feel relief. I leap inside just before the doors shut and mash the button for the bottom floor until my finger cramps up.

      The thirty-second ride to the ground floor feels like an eternity. I’m half-expecting to be faced with a small army when the doors open at the ground level.

      But there’s nothing except a huge, perfumed foyer with calming music floating through the space. I comb my hair with my fingers and walk through the foyer without making eye contact with anyone. I try to keep my pace brisk but unhurried so as not to draw unwanted attention to myself or the fact that I’m barefoot and bedraggled.

      But I can already feel eyes on me. I’m nearly at the revolving door of the building when I hear someone call out, “Uh, excuse me, ma’am?”

      That’s when I run.

      I burst out into the city. The noise of taxis and pedestrians and hissing A/C units overwhelms me, but I can’t stop. I have to keep moving. Thankfully, my legs don’t betray me again. I keep running until my lungs have been emptied of air and my side is splitting with fresh pain.

      All those years of constant running and working out have finally paid off.

      I lose myself in the streets of New York, and when I work up the courage to look over my shoulder, there’s no one following me. Just a bunch of moody New Yorkers hurrying around, trying their best to avoid one another.

      Relief starts to surge through me, but as it does, I become aware of other needs. I badly need to use a bathroom. And I also need to eat something. Except that I don’t have money and walking back to Long Island is obviously out of the question. Not that I’d go back there, now that it’s on Kian’s radar.

      Which means I’m essentially homeless. And I have no one but myself to rely on.

      I walk around aimlessly until fatigue and hunger get the better of me, forcing me to scan the area for a decent-looking place to take refuge. A pizza shop with a sign over the front reading Domenico’s seems suitable enough.

      I walk inside, glad that no one pays me any notice. I head to the back of the restaurant to the restrooms and spend ten minutes washing off the grime and sweat from my face. I’d kill for a fresh change of clothes, but for the moment, I’m stuck in my old jeans and torn t-shirt. A quick rinse will have to suffice.

      When I exit the bathroom, the smell of baking pizza fills my nostrils. I follow the scent back into the dining area. I glance around, wondering how I can get my hands on a slice without any money.

      I’m not precious about my looks. I’ve never subscribed to the idea of false modesty. You can acknowledge something about yourself without being a dick about it. And I know I’m pretty. Maybe even beautiful on my good days. Sexy, when I make the effort.

      I look down at my t-shirt. It definitely looks a little worse for the wear, but it’ll do the job, I think. I fluff up my hair a little and walk over to the small bar counter.

      There’s alcohol on the top shelves, but the bottom is devoted to four wood-burning ovens, two of which are occupied.

      The guy manning them is young. He’s dark-haired, with patchy skin and a swimmer’s build. He looks like he’s around my age. Definitely not my type, but then again, he doesn’t have to be. As long as I’m his type, this might work.

      “Hi.” I smile, sitting down and leaning my hands on the counter in a way that pushes my breasts up a little.

      He glances at me with disinterest, then does a double take when he gets a better look. “Ah… hi.”

      I smile. “The pizza smells amazing.”

      “Yeah. Thanks. Not my recipe,” he says awkwardly.

      The trick about flirting is not to overdo it. You want to be subtle. Friendly, but not sickeningly so. His eyes flicker down to my breasts. Good start.

      “I haven’t seen you around here before,” he remarks. “Most of our customers are regulars.”

      “Well, maybe I will be, too,” I tell him. “That is, if the pizza tastes as good as it smells.”

      “It is. We do a ton of Greek dishes, too, if that’s more your thing.”

      I frown. “Really? That’s weird.”

      “Yeah,” he shrugs. “There was a management change a couple of years ago. The guys in charge are Greek now.”

      “Interesting,” I reply. Even though it strikes me as slightly odd. I don’t have the mental bandwidth to process that right now, though. I just need food.

      “What can I get you?” he asks, clearly eager to keep the conversation going. “Or are you waiting for someone?”

      “I am, actually,” I reply.

      His face falls immediately. “I’m waiting on my brother,” I clarify. The smile pops right back onto his face. “Silly me, I lost my purse in the park and I’m stranded here until he comes to get me.”

      “Oh…”

      “I’d order a piece of pizza right now, but I don’t have the money to pay for it.”

      His smile gets wider as though he can’t believe his good luck. “Don’t worry—first slice is on the house. My treat.”

      “Are you serious?” I gasp, speaking a little louder to cover the fact that my stomach is growling furiously. “Thank you so much, uh…?”

      “The name’s Luigi.”

      “Luigi,” I say, giving him my best smile.

      “I’ve got a slice of capricciosa ready—”

      “Sounds perfect,” I say, a little too abruptly.

      He plates up a large slice and sets it down in front of me with a glass of water. It’s all I can do not to grab the slice and scarf it down in one go. I manage to contain myself, but the moment his back is turned, I wolf down a huge piece.

      When he turns, his eyes go wide. “Whoa. Someone’s hungry.”

      “Or the pizza’s just that good.”

      “I can get you another slice if you want.”

      “On the house?” I can’t help but say.

      His smile dips just a little. “For a pretty girl like you—sure, why not?”

      I’m finished with the first slice and licking my fingers before the second one arrives. My act is wearing a little thin now that the edge has been taken off my hunger.

      “You never told me your name,” he points out, popping in a raw pizza into the oven directly in front of me.

      “Renata,” I mumble.

      “That’s a pretty name.”

      “It’s a family name,” I say, offering up more information without even stopping to consider if that’s wise. “My grandmother’s name was Renata. And so was her mother’s.” My only excuse is that my ordeal has blunted my common sense by a lot.

      “Is that right?” comes a new voice.

      I freeze as an older man strolls up next to Luigi from a hidden door off to the side. He’s clearly been listening in on our conversation, because he’s eyeing me with interest.

      “Uh… yeah,” I say. “It is.”

      “And what did you say your last name was, dear?” he asks. He is nothing like patchy-faced Luigi, with his innocent smile and clueless eyes. This man gives off an aura of authority.

      And not the good kind.

      “I didn’t,” I reply. “It’s, uh… Belasco.”

      “Is it?” he says with a nod that I don’t like one bit.

      I put down the slightly burnt crust of my second slice of pizza. I’m still hungry, but I can afford to ignore it now. “Y’know, I actually should go and wait outside,” I say, avoiding Luigi’s eyes. “My brother should be here any moment. To, uh, pick me up.”

      The older man walks around the counter and stands right in front of me, blocking my way out. “Your brother’s not coming to pick you up,” he tells me flatly.

      “I… Of course he is…”

      “Cut the shit,” he says with a sinister smile. Then he leans in to whisper in my ear, “I know exactly who you are, Renata Lombardi.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            13

          

          

      

    

    







            Kian

          

          

      

    

    






An Hour Earlier—Outside Kian’s Penthouse Building

        

      

    

    
      My phone rings. “Yeah?”

      “Calling with an update,” Phoenix says in a low voice.

      The valet pulls my car into the broad-roofed driveway. I walk around to claim the driver’s seat. “Go ahead.”

      “We’ve got a lead. He’s a Lombardi loyalist and we intercepted a phone call he made twenty minutes ago. Apparently, he’s on his way to an important meeting. The name Lombardi was thrown around a few times.”

      This is unexpected. But certainly not unappreciated. “Who’s he meeting?”

      “No idea yet. But we’re tailing the fucker.”

      “Good. Don’t let him out of your sight. I’ll meet you at the location.”

      “Hurry,” Phoenix tells me. “This zhopa isn’t gonna stay in one place for long.”

      “I’ll do my best,” I reply. “But traffic’s gonna be a bitch. Try and place a tracker on his vehicle just in case.”

      “On it.”

      I hang up and drive out onto the packed New York streets. I’ve been here long enough that I know shortcuts and by-lanes, but it’ll still take me at least an hour to get to Long Island.

      The traffic leaves me feeling fidgety and impatient. Of course, it takes no time at all for my mind to start spiraling. Inevitably, it lands on the feisty brunette trapped in the wardrobe of my guest bedroom.

      It took a fuck-ton of will power to keep me from going in there this morning before leaving. She needs to be taught a lesson. And my new desire to spar with her at every opportunity needs to be squashed.

      My cock strains against my pants and I grit my teeth with frustration. Why on earth does she turn me on so fucking much?

      The morning I met her, I’d woken up with two different women on either side of me in bed. Now, that memory feels distant. Detached from me. All I can focus on is the image of Renata bursting into the shower with her arm raised. The glint in her eye as she’d tried to stab me with the crystal ornament Ma bought as a housewarming gift years ago.

      It was a fight to the death—theoretically, at least. But my cock was throbbing from the moment she charged at me.

      And of course, once she was wet, there was no holding it back.

      Her breasts looked just as firm and plump as her lips and I was at war with myself over whether to kill her right there or fuck her in the shower with my hand clamped around her throat.

      The memory is enough to get me hard all over again. I should focus on the road, on Lombardi, on literally anything else. But no matter what I do, I can’t get her out of my head.

      The violence radiating from her skin calls to me. Like a fucking beacon I can’t turn away from. I’ve been here before. It’s too much. Always fucking too much.

      And she is no ordinary woman. She’s a fucking Lombardi, and they’ve proved to be a bigger problem than I ever anticipated. Keeping her around is only going to invite more trouble. No woman is worth the headache she’s causing.

      Tiernan will take care of the Renata problem soon, like I asked. And then all of this can become a distant, dusty memory.

      Things will be better that way.
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        * * *

      

      The updates keep lighting up my phone, but I spare them only a glance as I drive to the industrial hub in Long Island. I take longer than I would have wanted to get to there, but thankfully, the Lombardi loyalist that Phoenix is trailing hasn’t moved.

      Phoenix and my other men are waiting for me when I arrive. There are dark circles around the kid’s eyes, but apart from that, he looks alert. Energized. He really is built for this world.

      “Well?”

      “He’s inside the data housing center over there,” Phoenix tells me, pointing out the building in question. “Been in there for almost fifty minutes now.”

      I nod and survey it. “You think he suspects us?”

      “He seemed pretty nervous when he entered the warehouse, so who the fuck knows? But he doesn’t have back-up.”

      “He entered alone?”

      “Yeah,” Phoenix replies. “Jacobsen confirmed that there’s at least ten men in there with him. But most are low-level employees. Civilians, if I had to guess. Probably not connected to mob business at all.”

      I shake my head. “We can’t assume that.”

      The vow I made to myself a long time ago flashes through my head: No one gets hurt who doesn’t deserve it. I learned that lesson the hard way. What it does to a man’s soul to take an innocent life. That rule is the only thing separating us from the beasts.

      I shudder and refocus on the conversation. “Have you managed to find out anything else?”

      Phoenix nods. I can tell he’s both worried about the news and excited to tell me about it. “Apparently, he’s going in for a meeting with the Greek mafia.”

      My eyebrows hit the roof of my forehead. “Say that again.”

      “Greek mafia. That’s the intel we’ve got.”

      “Fuck,” I growl, looking towards the building like I’m worried it’s gonna blow up at any minute. “The fucking Greeks.”

      “I wasn’t aware the Italians and the Greeks had an alliance.”

      “Because they don’t. At least, they didn’t,” I tell him. “But the fact that there is even a meeting between them suggests that something is in play.”

      Phoenix studies my expression carefully. “This concerns you,” he guesses.

      I ignore that for now. “Did you get a name?”

      “Uh, yeah. It’s… um, hold on… Let me ask Jacobson,” he says, looking back over his shoulder.

      “Just tell me it’s not Rokiades,” I mutter, rubbing at my temples to ward off the headache.

      “That’s it!” Phoenix confirms before he even gets a step away. “That’s the name. You know him?”

      “Motherfucker,” I growl. That’s not the news I was hoping for. “I know of him. He controlled quite a large part of New York around the time I moved here. He and the Italians—the Lombardis, specifically—were at war. Fighting for dominion over the usual bullshit.”

      “Then you arrived,” Phoenix infers.

      I nod. “Right. I came, wiped the slate clean, and made the city into undisputed Clan territory.”

      “What happened with Rokiades?”

      “He’s an older don. Stubborn as fuck and power-hungry. But he’s also smart. He realized that if the Clan could take on the Lombardis and win, then his pitiful little organization had no chance. He didn’t pledge fealty like some of the other small-timers, but he did recede into the background. It was as good as raising the white flag. I haven’t thought about him in almost twenty years.”

      “You just… let him go?” Phoenix gawks at me.

      I wince at the decades-old choice to show mercy. “I was trying to get my bearings in this city,” I admit. “It might have been an oversight, but it was one of my first decisions as don. I didn’t want to be a butcher. If the Greeks weren’t interested in challenging me, then I wasn’t about to eradicate them for no reason.”

      “And now?”

      “If they’re moving against the Clan, I will wipe them off the fucking planet,” I snarl. “Make no mistake about it.”

      “Why would they ally with the Lombardis, though?” Phoenix muses. “From everything we know of Drago Lombardi, the guy’s a fucking imbecile.”

      “Sometimes, a name means more than the man who bears it,” I reply darkly. “Drago may not be suited to the role of a don. But his name still carries weight in certain parts of the city.”

      Phoenix frowns, deep in thought. I can tell he’s wrestling with his own name, his own legacy. I’m the first one to admit it’s a difficult cross to bear. He’ll figure it out when the time is right.

      “There’s a group of men, Italians, that have been sidelined for twenty years,” I explain. “They need a leader to gather behind. And they’re going to stick to their own rather than sell out. Loyalty is everything in these circles.”

      Phoenix nods thoughtfully. “What’s the plan now?”

      I jerk my head towards the data center shrouded in darkness. “We follow this son of a bitch to the meeting and take note of everyone who turns up for it,” I say. “Then we make the real plans.”

      “You’ve got that look in your eye,” Phoenix remarks.

      I chuckle. “Is that so?”

      “Yeah,” he says. “The look like you want to hurt somebody.”

      I shiver. Again, that old oath runs through my head. No one gets hurt who doesn’t deserve it. Then my mind jumps to the girl in the wardrobe.

      I shove both thoughts aside and focus on Phoenix once more. “Only the people who would do the same to me if they were strong enough to,” I say grimly.

      “Is this going to be like the Lombardi don’s wedding all over again?”

      Clearly, his father has filled him in on all the gory details. That’s what he cares about, what excites him. But all I can think of is the blood-drenched little girl who stood in the shadow of the doorway, looking at me as though I could provide her with answers that would make sense.

      “It might be,” I acknowledge. “And like the first time, we’re gonna win this battle, too.”

      Phoenix smiles. I notice his hands balls into fists of anticipation. He’s still young enough to crave a fight, to go looking for one. I passed that point a decade ago. Now, I only fight when I have to. When I’m forced to.

      Occasional battles are necessary to keep morale and to reinforce power in the city. But they come at a price, too. I’m not risking my men unless I have to.

      Being a don means thinking of the lives lost on your watch. Not just the battles fought in your name.

      I catch a signal coming from our man on the other side of the warehouse.

      “He’s coming out,” Phoenix observes.

      “Good. Let’s get in position.”

      He nods and starts to trot back to his vehicle—when a gunshot shatters the relative silence of the morning.

      Phoenix drops to the ground.

      I turn my head to the right, catching sight of the shooter. I grab both my guns and cock them at the same time as I raise my arms.

      Phoenix is scrambling to his feet, keeping his body low as he ducks for cover behind his vehicle. The bullet missed him, but from the scorched sleeve of his shirt, I realize it wasn’t off by much.

      We’ve both got our eyes on the target, a mass of shadows not far off in the distance. I don’t see any other silhouettes near him. The man seems to be working independently. He steps into a slanted beam of light, bright enough for me to make out a few details. He’s got so much facial hair that it drowns out the rest of his features.

      But I’m not worried about identifying him. He’s going to be dead shortly.

      He’s shooting desperately, both his guns going off in a blaze of mindless violence. Then, behind me, I hear the screech of tires.

      And I realize he’s not meant to be a threat—he’s meant to be the distraction.

      The Lombardi loyalist we’ve glommed onto is making his escape. I grit my teeth and keep my attention on the fucker between Phoenix and me.

      First things first. I hurtle forward, keeping my eyes on the bearded bastard so that I know which way to swerve. It’s a risky move, but I’m fucking pissed now. The fact that my shoulder is hurting like a motherfucker doesn’t help.

      I land a shot on his leg and the man goes down with a pained grunt.

      One of his guns clatters to the ground, but he keeps a tight grip on the second one. He’s struggling to get it aimed at me, but before he can level the weapon, I’m on him.

      I kick the firearm out of his hand and then drop onto his face with the full weight of my body bearing down behind my elbow.

      An instant crunch. The trickle of blood. A moan of agony.

      I roll off, but stay close enough to wrench the son of a bitch up by the front of his shirt. He coughs blood as his eyes pinwheel in their sockets, delirious with pain.

      Phoenix comes up behind me. “You okay?” I ask him.

      “Fine,” he replies. “The bullet just grazed me.”

      I give him the once-over just to make sure. Then I turn back to the bearded fucker in my grasp. Re-gripping my gun, I jam it up under the man’s chin.

      “We don’t have time for this,” Phoenix says urgently. “He’s getting away.”

      “You planted the tracker?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.” My eyes are fixed on the man in front of me.

      “Where’s he headed?” I ask for good measure.

      “Fuck you, you fucking mick.”

      I roll my eyes, drop him down, and shoot him three times in rapid succession. The man’s lifeless body twitches and then stills. His face is a messy patchwork of blood. The coroner will have their hands full identifying this one.

      “Come on,” I tell Phoenix as I wipe the man’s blood splatter off my face. “We can still catch up to the loyalist.”

      “The boys are on it.”

      “Well, then, we don’t want to be late to the party, do we?”

      Since my men have taken the main vehicle, Phoenix gets into mine and we start the chase across Long Island. “You think he’ll still head to the meeting?” he muses.

      “Doubtful,” I reply. “But it doesn’t matter. If we catch him, we can get him to talk. Find out what the Italians and Greeks are planning.”

      “You think he’ll talk?”

      I laugh and stomp down harder on the gas. “By the time we’re done with him, he’ll be fucking screaming.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It takes us ten minutes to catch up to the poor bastard. With a little coordination, my men block his vehicle from the other side, trapping him down a residential street. Houses pave the area down adjacent roads, but the one we’re on is relatively deserted.

      I can see his silhouette in the driver’s seat. He’s definitely alone. I jump out of the car and saunter over to his vehicle, making sure to shoot out his tires first.

      His face is stark-white when I try to pull open his door. It’s locked. “You really want me to shoot it open?” I ask him calmly.

      Shaking, he unlocks the door and I open it.

      “Get out here,” I tell him as my men flank me.

      His arm is twisted behind his back, and even though I can’t see it, I know he’s trying to hide the gun in his hand.

      “Don’t do it—”

      The moment he moves to shoot, I fire first, burying a bullet right in his bicep. Idiot.

      He screams, long and loud. The sound seems to travel for a mile before dissolving into the midnight silence.

      “Stupid move,” I tell him as he collapses into the driver’s seat. I grab him by the collar of his shirt and hurl him out of the car. He drops to the road, his chin smacking the tar and splitting open.

      He groans low, but refuses to raise his head. Using my foot, I hook it underneath one arm and roll him over onto his back. Then I step between his legs, making sure he can see my gun where it glistens in the moonlight.

      “We just wanted to have a conversation,” I tell him casually. “There was no reason for all the drama.”

      “What do you want?” he gasps, spitting out blood.

      “Information. You’re on your way to an important meeting, am I right?”

      “No,” he says, but he pales instantly. “I was… I was on my way to the hospital. My wife’s giving birth.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Is that right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Congratulations to your wife then. Do you know who I am?”

      “I don’t… Well, yes,” he says, deciding mid-sentence not to lie. “Kian O’Sullivan.”

      “Correct. If you know my name, then you’re aware of my reputation. And I hate—I hate— liars. Do you want to know what I do to liars?”

      He just stares at me with fast-receding hope.

      “Are you a liar?”

      “No.”

      “Good,” I say with an amicable nod. “Let me ask you again then. You were on your way to a meeting?”

      He trembles and gulps. “Yes.”

      “Where?”

      “I can’t give you that information,” he tells me as the bravado fails. “They’ll kill me.”

      “But if you don’t tell me, I’ll kill you,” I point out. “And I’ll kill you much more violently.”

      He shakes his head, looking from side to side as though he’s hoping a rescue party is going to bust in and save his ass.

      “It’s too late anyway,” he says, stammering over his words. “I tipped them off that I was being followed. They’ll have dispersed by now.”

      I grit my teeth, but I try not to let my anger show. “Okay. So there’s no meeting to get to,” I shrug. “But you do know who was going to be there, don’t you?”

      “Y—yes.”

      “Tell me.”

      The man shakes his head, but he talks anyway. “Lombardi loyalists and… and…”

      “Yes?” I coax, raising my gun a little higher to help loosen his tongue.

      “Rokiades and his men.”

      It’s exactly the news I was hoping not to hear. So the Greek fucker really has surfaced after all these years.

      “Why now?” I ponder out loud.

      “He wants his empire back.”

      “Is that what he calls it?” I ask with amusement.

      “He and the Lombardis are allied against a common enemy. You.”

      “The Lombardis don’t have shit to offer,” I point out. “Why them?”

      The man’s expression changes. But he’s still white as a sheet. Though that may just be from the blood loss. “The Lombardis have more than you think,” he says. “Lots of men were left without a leader when you killed Giorgio. They want someone to band behind.”

      “Drago Lombardi doesn’t have what it takes.”

      “Rokiades does.”

      “They wouldn’t bow to an Irishman, but a Greek don is fine with them?” I balk. “That’s the dumbest shit I’ve ever heard.”

      He bites down on his lower lip, clearly worried that he’s talking too much. “It wouldn’t just be a Greek don.”

      I frown. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      He looks at me through half-narrowed eyes. He’s trying to fight back his own fear, but I can see that it’s getting the best of him. “It means they’re putting their differences aside and joining together.”

      “I’ve worked that part out for myself,” I reply sourly. “I need details.”

      “I’ve told you everything I know.”

      I don’t blink. Don’t so much as hesitate. I warned the son of a bitch what would happen if he lied. He can tell what’s happening an instant before it comes. “No, no, n—!”

      But the crack of his lower leg breaking beneath my boot reduces his words to a bloodcurdling scream.

      I notice a window clamp shut a few feet away from the house in the corner. Which means our little operation is being noticed. We don’t have much time left.

      The moment his howls subside somewhat, I lean in and look him right in the eye.

      “I told you,” I sigh. “I hate liars.”

      His eyes glaze over as he realizes he’s not gonna make it out of this alive.

      “Now, tell me what you know,” I order him. “Or I’m going to make your last moments really fucking painful.”

      He looks at me with defeated eyes.

      Seems like I’ve made my point.
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Domenico’s Pizzeria

        

      

    

    
      The back room of the restaurant is dank and poorly lit. A bunch of boxes linger beneath a broken table shoved in the corner and a large cabinet filled with dirty cutlery. The chair I’m slumped in has a slightly stilted leg, so I feel like I’m about to slip right off it.

      It’s been about fifteen minutes since I was pushed into this room. I’d expected the older man with the watchful eyes to follow me in here, but he’d shut the door on me and locked me inside.

      One look around the room told me that there’s no getting out. There aren’t any windows, no ventilation, and I can see a strange, black fungus growing in the grout between the wall tiles.

      When the lock finally turns, I get to my feet instinctively. I have no idea what to expect. I don’t even know who these men are loyal to.

      My brother? It seems unlikely.

      Kian? More plausible, but still unsure.

      The door opens. The older man walks into the room. And he’s not alone.

      He’s accompanied by another man who looks to be around the same age. Except there’s something slightly more sinister about this one. His features are heavier, darker. Definitely European, but not Italian.

      “Lionel,” he says, even though his eyes are on me, “you expect me to have a conversation with her in this fucking shithole?”

      Lionel, the one who first grabbed me, glances around. “Uh… this is the only private room we—”

      “Clear the fucking restaurant,” he commands, adjusting the navy blazer he’s wearing over a dark, long-sleeved shirt.

      Lionel bows his head and heads into the main body of the restaurant. I’m grateful he keeps the door open on his way out, if only so that I don’t have to breathe in toxic fungus spores in my last few minutes on earth. But it doesn’t really help with the invisible rope I can feel twisting around my neck.

      “Who are you?” I croak.

      The man in the blazer smiles, as though he’s just discovered that his new dog can talk. “You are much more beautiful in person,” he says in a low voice, thick with desire.

      I take a step back, making sure the chair is between the two of us. “I’ll ask again,” I say, proud of the fact that my tone doesn’t waver. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “Hmm. You have fight in you,” he comments, his expression twisting into displeasure. “I’ll have to tamp that out.”

      “Don Rokiades,” Lionel says, appearing at the doorway, “the restaurant has been cleared for you.”

      Don Rokiades? The name is familiar. I’ve heard Drago mention it a couple of times. Now, I wish I’d paid attention to the context. But I don’t have to have paid attention to know that anyone who looks like this guy and has the title “Don” preceding his name is bad fucking news for me.

      “Excellent,” Rokiades says before fixing me with a deadly glare. “Follow me.”

      There’s nowhere to run. I have no choice but to follow Rokiades out into the restaurant.

      It hasn’t just been cleared out; it’s been closed off, too. The doors are locked, the windows blacked out by thick, dark curtains that clash horribly with the rest of the interior. The lights are turned on, even though sunlight is still sneaking in through the sides of the curtains.

      Luigi is nowhere in sight. But there are several suited men in dark sunglasses standing around the restaurant. I can’t see any weapons, but I have no doubt they’re carrying.

      Rokiades sits down at a table in the center of the restaurant and gestures for me to do the same. And because I’m not stupid, I do as I’m told.

      “Renata Lombardi,” he murmurs, moving my name around in his mouth.

      He’s got a salt-and-pepper mustache, but the hair on his head is a deep black that’s too unnatural to be real. Blue eyes, too—but they’re nothing like Kian’s.

      I don’t even know why I make the comparison. I don’t why my mind finds any and every excuse to think of the Irishman.

      “How old are you, girl?”

      I frown, bristling at the way he’s addressing me. “Twenty-five.”

      “Twenty-five,” he repeats. “I was twenty-five the first time I got married.”

      I sit there silently, knowing that I’m not meant to contribute to this conversation. Men like him want an audience, not a sparring partner.

      I glance around the room, counting the number of men in here with us. Apart from Lionel, there are six suits. All of them wearing sunglasses, which is hard not to find ridiculous, considering we’re indoors and it’s not even remotely bright. I’m sure it’s meant to be intimidating.

      “Her name was Elena,” he continues. “A rare beauty, not unlike you. She was dark-haired as well. We were married for ten years.”

      I don’t ask what happened to her. I don’t want to know.

      “I divorced her after our third daughter was born,” he tells me. “Three girls? Bah! She was clearly incompetent. A waste of my fucking time.”

      I stare at him in disbelief.

      “I remarried again a few years later. Vivica was just as beautiful, but she was fair-haired and fair-skinned. I had high hopes for the heirs we would have together. But she gave me no children. Not even girls.”

      Not even girls. Like that was the least she could do.

      I angle my chair as far from him as I can manage out of pure nausea. I’m still trying desperately to figure out what he wants from me. My instincts are sending off warning signs left, right, and center, but a part of my brain is still in denial.

      “I got her expensive treatments, IVF, everything I could think of. When she finally did get pregnant, she lost the baby in the first trimester.”

      I cringe at the cavalier way he shares the information. Completely devoid of emotion. Just reciting facts like he’s reading from a history book.

      “The second time, she made it farther. Same result. And the third time, the baby was stillborn.” He pauses for a long moment before continuing. “It was a boy. A dusky-skinned boy whose name I had saved for so many decades. After I buried my boy, I buried Vivica alongside him. She had not done the one thing I asked of her. Give me a son, I told her when we married. So very simple.”

      “You… you killed her?” I gasp.

      “I cut her womb out first,” he says with the detached tone of a psychopath. “Her nasty, rotten womb. Then I killed her. She promised she would give me a son. She broke that promise.”

      “What century do you live in?” I hiss, unable to stop myself.

      He slams his fist down on the table so hard that the I jump in my seat. “You will not talk back to me!” he bellows. “I will not tolerate disobedience or disrespect. Is that understood?”

      I don’t move. I just sit there, debating what’s better under the circumstances: to be brave or to be smart?

      He stares at me pointedly for a moment. Then, satisfied that I’ve got the message, he keeps talking. “I took a break from wives after that. But now, I’m ready to try again. What is it that they say? Third time lucky? I feel this will be good.”

      I continue to stare at him, feeling my breath coming in harder, faster. “Why are you telling me all this?”

      “You know why,” he croons. “You’re to be the wife that delivers me my first son.”

      I shake my head, but I don’t speak. I can’t. What is there to say? Fuck you, you monster doesn’t seem to do the man justice.

      He seems unconcerned as he takes in the horrified look on my face. “Yes, you’ll do just fine. It’ll be the alliance that will bring us together. The Lombardis and the Rokiades of New York.”

      “You can’t force me to marry you,” I say, finding my voice.

      “You’ll find that I can.”

      “My brother will never allow it.”

      He laughs, loud and carefree. “Who do you think proposed the marriage in the first place?” he asks me tauntingly.

      My heartbeat ticks over from frantic to full-blown panic. The sweat on my forehead trickles down, stinging my eyes, and I taste the copper tang of blood in my mouth. “Drago is the one that suggested this?” I rasp.

      “We’ve been meeting over the course of the last few months,” Rokiades explains. “He was thrilled with his clever little idea. He was adamant that the marriage occur as soon as possible. I’m the one who suggested we wait.”

      My brother had sold me to a monster. And for what? Power. Status. Money.

      My insides are curling up, desperate to disappear. “Where is he now?” I ask.

      He rolls his eyes. “Cowering in some hole, no doubt,” he replies. “He was always deeply uninteresting. But his part in this is done. Now, come—we’re leaving.”

      He stands up. I watch him rise like a nightmare made flesh.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      Without so much as a second of hesitation, he slaps me across the face with the back of his hand.

      It doesn’t hurt nearly as much as it should. Not in light of this new revelation. I slump back into the booth. Through my dazed vision, I see him nod to his men and I hear them come for me. Boots stomping on the dirty, greasy tile.

      Still staggering, I spring to my feet and try to dart away from them.

      But I’m dizzy and they are everywhere. A forest of arms, reaching out to grab me and lock me in place.

      “Don Rokiades,” Lionel says, appearing out of the woodwork. He looks extremely uncomfortable, but also determined. “This is Don Lombardi’s daughter. She should be treated with respect, no?”

      I think that’s pretty rich coming from a man who locked me up in a damp room and handed me over to the evil monster who’s trying to force me into an arranged marriage.

      But at the moment, I’m grateful. One small spark of brightness in an ocean of shadows.

      “Hold it! You are right, Lionel,” Rokiades acknowledges gracefully. “Respect is a rare commodity these days. It’s a quality people still need to be taught.”

      His voice is so pleasant. But then his hand moves so fast and so smoothly that I don’t even register what he’s doing until it’s already done. By that time, the knife has sliced down Lionel’s torso, splitting him open from chest to stomach.

      I see the blood first.

      Then the intestines.

      And the pizza I had moments ago burns my throat as it comes up.

      But I swallow it back, refusing to show even the slightest hint of weakness in front of these men. Lionel staggers to the floor, spluttering for only a few seconds before the last breath leaves his body. Rokiades tucks the blade quietly back into the sheath on his hip.

      I’m stunned. So shook I can’t move, can’t breathe, can’t make my feet cooperate enough to walk me forward.

      The men carrying me don’t seem to care one way or the other. They hold me between them like a ragdoll, toes trailing over the ground as we make our way out of the restaurant and into a massive black vehicle that’s parked right outside.

      Someone shoves me inside, and a moment later, Rokiades slips into the leather seats opposite me.

      He makes a show of pulling out a white piece of cloth and starts cleaning the bloody blade of his knife with it, whistling all the while. The whole time, he keeps his eyes on me.

      Lionel was clearly a Lombardi loyalist. He’d only been standing up for me because of my last name.

      And he paid for it with his life.

      It’s such a senseless murder that I can’t quite wrap my head around it. But then, the world I was born into is pretty fucking senseless.

      “As I said, Renata,” Rokiades says, “I will not be disobeyed. Or disrespected.”

      “He was loyal to the Lombardis,” I say, refusing to be silenced. “An ally to my brother.”

      “That he was.”

      “I thought you were working with my brother?”

      He smiles. “This alliance needs only one Lombardi. I have you now,” he points out. “Why would I need him? Two Italians is too many, I think. You will do just fine.”

      My stomach twists, but I bite down on my tongue until I taste blood again.
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      We drive for half an hour. When the vehicle finally comes to a stop, the sound of music and heavy conversation filters in through the closed doors.

      “Where are we?”

      “My nightclub,” Rokiades says with a leering smile. “The heart of my empire. The capital of the kingdom our son will inherit.”

      I balk at the mere suggestion that we might have a child together one day. I can’t think of a worse jail sentence than that. He doesn’t linger to see my disgusted expression, though. He lumbers out, and his men push me out of the car and I’m forced to follow him into his nightclub.

      The music pulses around us as we make our way into the club through the private entrance. A separate corridor ferries us directly into the VIP section.

      The nightclub’s décor is a mix of reds and blacks. It’s meant to be dark and sexy. But it just comes off as depressing. I wrinkle my nose at the smell of cheap booze, sweat, and sex that pervades the atmosphere.

      We pass through the VIP section, where several groups of patrons are clustered around large booths and sprawled across luxe red sofas.

      I’m surprised by how crowded it is, considering it’s midday. But then again, in here, it might as well be nighttime.

      Rokiades starts walking up a flight of stairs that taper off at the back of the VIP section. I glance behind me, hoping for a window of opportunity to escape, but there are two security guards at my back ready for anything. So, swallowing my disappointment, I trudge along in Rokiades’s wake.

      The staircase leads to a massive, glass-walled office that overlooks the dance floor. There’s no desk that I can see. Just more of the same red couches, spread beneath gaudy chandeliers that look like they belong in a cheap brothel.

      There’s also a huge bar on the left-hand side of the space. Mirrored shelves behind it bear racks of premium liquor, far nicer than the bottom shelf garbage I saw people drinking in VIP. Apparently, Rokiades likes to keep the good stuff for himself.

      I hesitate at the threshold, but one of the guards shoves me inside. The door clicks shut and I know without checking that I won’t be able to get out.

      I just stand there, intent on keeping as much distance between Yannis and me as possible. My body is as stiff as a board, but I’m already trying to figure out my escape plan.

      There are several objects I could use as weapons. I fought off Kian with less the first time. And Rokiades is nothing compared to the O’Sullivan don. Yannis is fat and slow, whereas Kian was fast and strong in a way that defied logic.

      “A drink?” Rokiades asks me.

      “No, thank you.”

      “Drink something,” he snaps. “You don’t want to be rude.”

      I suppress a sigh. “Water, then.”

      He raises his eyebrows, but to my surprise, he doesn’t insist on offering me something harder. He moves to the bar and starts pouring. His back is to me, so I can’t see what he’s doing. But more importantly, he can’t see what I’m doing.

      I sidle a little closer to the coffee table between the ugly red sofa and pick up the metal bottle opener that’s casually lying there. I hide it in my jeans just as he turns around with a clear glass in hand.

      “Drink up,” he tells me as he ambles over and presses the glass into my hand.

      I make sure to sniff it first, but it’s definitely water. I take a big gulp to appease him and then set the water down.

      “I must say,” he says, looking me up and down like he’s appraising me, “you might be the most beautiful of all my wives.”

      I grit my teeth as a wave of dizziness hits me. “I’m not your wife,” I remind him.

      “Ah, but you will be.”

      I shake my head. “When hell freezes over, maybe.”

      He grins. It’s the nastiest grin I’ve seen in a long time. I practically expect to see slime oozing from between his teeth.

      As a matter of fact, when I blink again, that’s exactly what I see. But it seems weird somehow. Like all the colors of reality are melting and blurring together. I struggle to find words as the room spins suddenly, making me lose focus of the predator in front of me.

      Is it the music? The lights? My own head turning on me?

      “Are you alright, my beauty?”

      “I… I…”

      I don’t quite understand why I feel so off. As though I’ve been drugged.

      A gasp gets stuck in my throat as my eyes dart to the glass of water he’s just given me. I stumble back with the realization, but that doesn’t help the vertigo. If anything, it just makes it worse.

      The motherfucker roofied me.

      “What’s the matter?” Rokiades asks with a sickening smile that betrays him.

      I shake my head, trying to clear the fog in my brain, but I don’t quite succeed. I can still see him, but everything’s fuzzy. My vision is impaired and my sense of dimensions are distorted.

      “What did you give me?” I stammer.

      “Oh, hardly anything. Just a little something to relax you.”

      Oh God. The panic is real and immediate. I want to run, to scream. But I feel as though I’ve been paralyzed. I can still move, but everything is sloppy, clumsy, uncoordinated. If I tried to run, I’d probably faceplant before I got anywhere near the exit.

      Where can I run to, anyway? He’s got me locked in this room with two men standing just outside the only door out of here.

      I’m trapped.

      “Please, no…”

      “Don’t worry, my pet,” he says in an oily tone that makes my knees buckle with fear. “You’ll enjoy it.”

      Enjoy it? Enjoy what?

      Having successfully depleted my ability to fight back, he starts advancing on me. His hand drifts to his crotch, and that’s when I notice the bulge there. Pointed directly at me.

      He’s going to rape me.

      No. Not again.

      Old wounds resurface. Old memories threaten to break through.

      After all the time I’ve spent burying them, I don’t want those demons coming back up. I don’t know if I’ll survive relieving what I went through all those years ago.

      Yannis starts unbuckling his pants.

      I close my eyes. Reach for the bottle opener. If I’m going to go down, I’m going to go down fighting.

      And then—

      A crash.

      An explosion.

      The rage of screams and shattering glass.

      The world seems to collapse on all sides, and all I can do is pray that whichever monster bursts through the door next isn’t as bad as the one who’s in here with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            16

          

          

      

    

    







            Kian

          

          

      

    

    






An Hour Earlier—The Docks

        

      

    

    
      The Lombardi loyalist turned informant lies at my feet. He looks peaceful in death. His eyes are closed, his wrinkles smoothed.

      His neck, on the other hand, is a tapestry of blood and slashes.

      I try to rein in the sense of satisfaction I feel at snuffing out this rat as I twist the new information around and around in my head. Rokiades has valuable cargo, he told us between screams and slices. He claimed he didn’t know what that cargo was, and after a while, I actually believed him.

      To thank him for telling us the truth, I’d ended his miserable life.

      This shit, Lombardi and Rokiades teaming up to challenge me… it’s not over yet. But soon—very soon—it will be.

      I turn to Phoenix at my side. “You wanna do the honors?”

      Phoenix nods somberly. Then he places his foot on the side of the informant’s body and kicks hard. The corpse flails around and catapults into the water beneath the dock we’re standing on.

      “The authorities will find his body at some point,” Phoenix points out.

      “One more dead Italian won’t bother the police at all,” I promise him. “Especially not a shit-for-brains loser like that motherfucker. Besides, I pay them enough to look the other way.”

      “Fair enough. But now we’ve got to get our hands on this valuable cargo he told us about. Wish he’d told us what it was…”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I say dismissively. “We know it’s valuable. And we know it’s critical to the Greek-Italian alliance. We also have a location. That’s all we really need to know.”

      “We’re heading there now?” Phoenix asks eagerly.

      “Yes,” I confirm. “I’ve called in two more teams just in case this thing gets out of hand.”

      “Will two teams be enough?”

      “An excessive show of force is unnecessary. It implies that we have something to be scared of. We don’t. Twenty years in this city and I have yet to meet another man who frightens me.”

      Rhys walks up to Phoenix and me, consulting his phone for a moment. “Speaking of the location, boss, I’ve got an ID on the place.”

      “And?”

      “It’s a nightclub in town.”

      “A nightclub, eh? Who owns it?”

      “Yannis Rokiades,” Rhys replies.

      “I fucking knew it,” I snarl through gritted teeth. “This is good, though. We can nip this thing in the bud. Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      “Let’s move in. Phoenix, you’re with me.”

      We’re gathering in the alley down the street from Rokiades’s nightclub. Silencer screwed on and gun tucked in my pants, I’m ready to go. O’Sullivan men swarm around me, with more on standby if necessary.

      I’m thinking of Phoenix’s mother when I order him to stay with me during the raid. Esme would fucking slaughter me if he got seriously hurt. He gives me a grimace, but doesn’t question my command.

      We sneak around to the back of the club, while a few of my guys approach the front, posing as unassuming patrons.

      There’s a lone bouncer manning the back entrance. The guy’s massive—at least a head taller than I am and three times as wide.

      He turns to Phoenix and me suspiciously as we approach. “There’s no entry from here,” he says harshly, eyeing us both with keen dislike. “Keep it moving.”

      I notice he’s got a pager hanging off his left hip. One wrong move, and he’ll be able to notify the entire club of our presence.

      “Oh, shit,” I chuckle fake-drunkenly, giving Phoenix a clueless smile. “I told you this wasn’t the right way in!”

      Phoenix looks at me as though he’s not quite sure how to play along. The boy’s too damn stiff, too damn conscious of himself. Determined not to look like a fool.

      That’s another lesson I’ll need to drill into him. Sometimes looking like a fool can help con the other side into underestimating you.

      “Sorry, man,” I drawl, even as I keep sidling forward towards the bouncer. “We’ll head out. Where is the entrance?”

      He scowls at me. “It’s right around the corner,” he says. “Open your fucking eyes.”

      “Sorry, man,” I repeat again.

      I’ve managed to get within a few feet of him. And that’s all I really need. Proximity.

      I pull my gun out, armed with the silencer, and shoot twice.

      The sound is slight, definitely indistinguishable to anyone outside a ten-foot radius. The hulking bouncer hits the floor so heavily that I’m pretty sure I hear something break in his pocket.

      Phoenix and I quickly drag him behind a dumpster. Then we slip into the club from the back.

      The passageway is broad, darkly wall-papered, and dimly lit by hanging sconces lining the walls. It spits us out into the main body of the club.

      The music out here blares, but since it’s still daytime, there isn’t a throng of people like there would be on any given night of the week. More than I expect, though. Not ideal. At least they’re mostly confined to the VIP areas.

      Making sure Phoenix is behind me, I peer around from the passageway and survey the space.

      A couple of scantily-clad waitresses roam around, carrying circular trays and vacant expressions. I spy two groups clustered in the VIP section—and behind them, a set of stairs.

      “Okay,” I whisper to Phoenix. “We’ve got a pair groups in the VIP section. A couple of waitresses flitting around, too, but we can ignore them for now. Move in, kill anyone who needs killing—but don’t draw attention.”

      “Not all of us have silencers on our guns,” Phoenix says.

      I give him a wink. “You don’t need that. You just need me.”

      I keep my gun held out of sight at my side as Phoenix and I snake our way around the edge of the dancefloor. We duck under the velvet rope to VIP and stick to the shadows as we delve deeper.

      The stairs beckon at the back of the VIP section. A few of the patrons look up at us drunkenly, but they’re too deep into their partying to give much of a shit.

      We’re almost there. Just a few more steps and—

      Fuck.

      Two armed men race down the stairs. Someone must’ve seen us coming and alerted security.

      One of them fires brazenly. The first shot narrowly misses my arm. I duck to the side and fire three shots, one after the other. But since I’m not really aiming, both men manage to sidestep the bullets.

      Thinking they have the upper hand, they charge forward. Big fucking mistake.

      Phoenix pops out from behind a red leather couch and buries a bullet in the leading man’s forehead. He’s out instantly, his momentum carrying him crashing into a glass table.

      It shatters. Shards erupt everywhere. Screams and loud music mix together.

      But there’s still one more guard left to deal with. He’s taken cover behind a curve in the railing. As I watch and wait for my opportunity, he leans out and fires a barrage of bullets at us. He shoots and shoots until, click—his clip runs empty.

      That’s my chance.

      I charge forward. I still don’t have an angle to get a shot off, but that’s fine. I’ll just choke the life out of this motherfucker.

      When I round the corner, though, he’s not where I expected him to be.

      I turn, confused, just in time to see his fist come hurtling through the air. The punch catches me off-guard and sends me spinning into a velvet-covered wall. I bounce off it and square up.

      He roars and lunges towards me, hoping to finish me sooner rather than later. He’s got a fifty-pound advantage at least.

      But he’s no O’Sullivan.

      As soon as he’s within range, I uppercut him. His teeth clack together and his eyes roll back in his head. I don’t rest there—I keep up the assault. Another punch to the gut. When his hands drop, I clock him across the jaw. A jab to the nose. Bone breaks. Blood spurts.

      He punches back feebly, but all the strength is evaporating from him. I press forward and he stumbles backwards. We’re approaching the railing. I punch again and again and again. And then, with a lurching cry, he backs up one step too far.

      The railing hits him in the back of the legs. If he were ordinary height, it wouldn’t matter. But the bastard is almost seven feet tall. So when the railing catches him, his center of gravity tips over and he falls.

      I look over the railing just in time to see him hit the ground. He narrowly misses a group of partiers huddling for cover down there. I thought he’d be dead as soon as he landed, but a low, guttural moan drifts up to me here. Blood starts to pool beneath him.

      “Should’ve minded your own fucking business,” I mutter.

      Phoenix is busy dragging the body of the other guard out of the way. The VIP section has emptied, with blood and broken glass mingling on the floor.

      “You go,” he says. “I’ll keep watch down here.”

      I nod. Then, I turn back to the stairs and race up, taking them two steps at a time. There’s a door at the top, painted dark gold and shimmering in the strobe lights.

      I don’t bother knocking. I just kick it as hard as I fucking can and burst through with my gun raised.

      I’m roaring “Put your fucking hands—!” when my eyes fall on the stunning brunette standing just a few feet away from me.

      Then my original words die on my lips.

      Instead, I grimace and say, “You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me.”
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      Renata Lombardi looks up at me like a deer in the headlights. Isn’t she supposed to be locked in the wardrobe in my guest room?

      Her eyes are liquid fear. Something’s fucking wrong. She certainly doesn’t look like herself.

      I turn to the other person in the room. The moment my eyes fall to his open zipper, I realize what I just interrupted.

      Fury explodes through my body. It’s so fucking sudden and so fucking unexpected that it paralyzes me for a moment. Yannis Rokiades takes full advantage of that. He pulls out his gun and starts firing at me, forcing me to duck back out of the room to avoid the bullets.

      He shoots until he empties the clip. Then I hear the fading sound of his retreating footsteps.

      By the time I manage to get back inside, Renata is cowering against the wall and the fucker is making his escape.

      I’d been so focused on Renata that I hadn’t taken a good look at the room. There’s a hidden door I overlooked. A secret escape tucked away behind the bar.

      I raise my gun to cut him down, but the old Greek bastard has already disappeared into the narrow passageway and slammed the door shut behind him. I race forward, shooting blindly as I close in on the exit.

      But this time, kicking the door down doesn’t work. He’s bolted it behind him, and the lock refuses to budge.

      I pick up my phone and call Rhys. I don’t expect him to pick up, but two rings later, he does.

      “Boss, situation is under control down here. We’ve evacuated all the civilians. Rokiades’s men are cuffed or dead.”

      “The bastard made a run for it,” I tell him, speaking fast. “There’s a secret passageway from this room down to who-the-fuck-knows-where. Get the men to every entrance in this place. Maybe we can block him before he gets the chance to leave.”

      “On it, boss.”

      The line goes dead. I make another attempt at kicking the door down. When it stubbornly stays standing, I turn, preparing to head back down and help the man seal off the exits.

      But my eyes land on Renata.

      She’s still cowering in the corner, her body trembling as covers her face with her hands. I don’t know why the sight of her like that affects me so fucking much. But for the first time in my life… I stop. I don’t chase after the bad guy. I leave it up to my men.

      And instead, I turn to her.

      She looks up at me from between her shaking fingers. Then slowly, she puts them down. She doesn’t seem altogether aware of what’s happening. It’s as if she’s looking at me and seeing me, but can’t quite figure out who I am.

      She knows damn well who I am—she said so herself. I’ve known you my entire life.

      I squat down in front of her. Slowly, so that I don’t spook her. When her brown eyes meet mine, I’m engulfed by the strangest sense of déjà vu. It’s like I’m being pulled back into the past. Like I’m looking into the eyes of a terrified little girl again, drenched in her father’s blood.

      I shake it off. Maybe Cillian’s right. Maybe I am getting soft.

      I need to course-correct quickly. I don’t have room in my life for sentiment. I don’t have the luxury of being distracted. Not even by eyes as beautiful as hers.

      “Renata?”

      She blinks, and for a second, I think she’s going to reach out and touch me. Her fingers twitch as though she’s actively fighting the urge.

      “I know you,” she murmurs, her words slurring slightly.

      I realize her eyes are dilated. Rokiades must’ve drugged her with something. That motherfucker.

      There’s the anger again. Strong and uncontrollable. And extremely fucking specific. I’ve never felt anything like it before and it stumps me for a moment. But I squash it down.

      “Renata,” I say again. “It’s me. It’s Kian.”

      She frowns. “Kian?” She shakes her head like she’s trying to clear it. Then she squints at me.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Everything hurts.” Her voice is small, almost girlish.

      I’ve never seen her like this. Passive. Afraid. Searching. Actually, that’s not true. I have seen her like this—once before. But she was five at the time. And I’d just murdered her father right in front of her.

      Everything hurts. Why do my insides feel like they’re caving in at those words? It shouldn’t matter to me that she’s hurting. Hadn’t I myself given the order to have her killed only a night ago? Hell, I should execute her now and be done with it.

      But every cell in my body is screaming at me to do the opposite instead. To protect her. To console her. To keep her safe.

      “Come with me,” I tell her gently.

      She stares at me for a long time. “I know you,” she says again, as though she’s still trying to figure out. “You’re… you’re a monster?”

      The way she says it, it’s like a question. The asshole really did a number on her. A shiver passes down her spine and I can see the hair on her arms standing on end. It’s starting to worry me.

      “Renata, come on. We don’t fucking have time for this.”

      “You’re going to use me. Like him.”

      “I’m nothing like him,” I bite, causing her to shrink back.

      “You are,” she says, but her voice is still small, and she sounds like she’s talking to herself. “You’re all alike. All you know is how to cause pain.”

      I grab her hand, but surprisingly, she doesn’t shake me off. She just looks at the space where our skin meets as though it’s fascinating to her.

      Warmth enters the tips of my fingers and travels through my arms until it reaches my body. I’m getting impatient now. Not with her, but with myself.

      I need to get a fucking grip.

      “Get on your feet,” I tell her firmly.

      When she doesn’t move, I grab her by the shoulders and pull her upright. She stands easily enough, but the color drains from her face almost immediately.

      “Renata?”

      Her eyes roll and she collapses backwards against the wall.

      And that’s when I see it.

      There’s blood everywhere...

      From the gunshot wound in her stomach.
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      It’s the noise that jostles me awake. The sound feels almost oppressive as it bears down on my eardrums like a banshee shrieking into the night. My head is throbbing and the rest of me isn’t so far behind.

      I have no fucking clue where I am. Or who I’m with. And given my track record lately, I’m not super hopeful.

      I’m nervous to open my eyes, mostly because I don’t want anyone to notice I’m awake. I can hear the sound of men talking. They’re yelling at the top of their lungs, but the sound of the chopper drowns out their words.

      Wait… chopper?

      I’m in a helicopter. And I feel utterly bizarre.

      I’m in pain, but it feels like there’s a layer of numbness that’s blunting the sharp edge of it. It’s still there, lingering in the background like a monster in the closet. But something is keeping it at bay.

      The more aware I become, I can’t keep to resist the curiosity of opening my eyes a tiny sliver and taking a quick look around. I’m lying flat on something. A bed? No, there’s a rail under my fingertips. A gurney, perhaps? But there is someone sitting right beside me.

      His name is right on the top of my tongue. Frustratingly, it keeps slipping away, just when I think I finally have it.

      Then he speaks. His voice sluices through the thunder of the helicopter blades, deep and rasping, weathered but strong. It’s not a kind voice. Not a gentle voice. And even though I’m drawn to it, it still terrifies me.

      I wonder what that says about who I am. That I’m a masochist? A sucker for pain? That fear is what fuels me?

      I don’t like any of the plausible answers to those questions.

      Frowning, I open my eyes completely and turn my head to the side. The man sitting next to me notices that I’m awake. I want so badly to remember his name. But that numbness is hiding it from me. My tongue feels thick and uncooperative in my mouth.

      His eyes land on mine and for maybe half a second, I’m able to admire the stark handsomeness of his features without the guilt. And then his name snaps back into my memory. And I reel back.

      I can’t stand or straighten up. The moment I try, pain shoots up my body as though I’ve been electrocuted.

      What has he done to me?

      I start screaming because words just won’t come. Maybe I’m trying to drown out the noise from the helicopter we’re in.

      I twitch a second time and again, pain rips through me. I collapse back against my makeshift bed, sweating from the effort. My screams dwindle somewhat, but only because I’ve shocked my body into retreating back into unconsciousness.

      I’m losing sight again.

      I’m losing sound.

      It feels like I’m losing my grip on reality.

      And at the moment, that sounds pretty damn good.
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        * * *

      

      I drift in and out of dreams. Some of them are boring and forgettable. Most of them are scary. Projections of my deepest, darkest fears.

      I think of him. I still refuse to say his name. To even think his name. The monster who stole my youth and made me his personal captive.

      He’s not the only one who’s ruined me.

      I think about the monster I was wed to. Married off, like I was nothing more than a commodity to be bought and sold.

      Drago told me it was my duty. That I needed to make sacrifices. But where were his sacrifices? Why was I the only one forced to suffer for the sake of the family honor? Why was I the one being fed to the beast?

      Every time I see that beast’s face, even in my dreams, my body reacts, desperate to throw him off before he becomes fully realized.

      I thought I buried him deep. I thought I had squashed his memory with strength.

      But all I’d really done was suppress fears that were always lying in wait, dormant but ready to spring to life at a moment’s notice.

      My head is clouded with a fog I can’t explain. I can’t feel my body at all. It makes me wonder if I’m dying. But the pain still persists and that tells me that I’m still clinging to life.

      Only life can hurt this bad.

      I’ve always imagined death to be something like floating. You rid yourself of all your earthly shackles and just… fly away. Like running faster and faster until you outrun everything—gravity, reality, all of it.

      Until there’s nothing to hold you back. And no one to haunt you.

      The dreams finally subside. I’m so tired that my mind gives up the ghost, stops conjuring memories of my broken, twisted past.

      I’m okay with that. The past is exhausting.
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      When I finally open my eyes, it feels like I’ve been sleeping for days. I’m numb all over, my stomach feels hollow, and yet, I’m not hungry at all.

      I’m lying in a massive bed in a room that’s actually quite beautiful. The walls are a light cream. The floors are gleaming hardwood. The edge of the carpet I can see is a soft, pastel blue that draws in the light coming through the arched windows on the far side of the room.

      “How are you feeling?”

      The voice elicits a gasp. I twist my neck to the side so fast that I feel it crack. I wince before realizing that Kian has been standing by my bedside this entire time and I never even noticed.

      “What are you—”

      I try and move, but there’s resistance around my wrists.

      I look down at my wrists and realized I’m cuffed to the bedposts. One arm chained in each direction.

      Kian watches me, unblinking. His beard looks riddled with gray today, more so than usual. It glistens silver in the light.

      “If you behave, I’ll take them off.”

      I grit my teeth, feeling anger burn through my body. It actually feels good. Anger is a much more useful emotion than fear is. I’ve often thought that anger pushes you into action, while fear just debilitates you. And I’ve had enough debilitation for one lifetime.

      “Take them off now,” I hiss.

      My words sound strange. I actually croak a little as I speak. Apparently, I haven’t used my voice in a long time. It sounds rusty.

      “No,” Kian demurs. “I think you might need them a little longer.”

      “I need them a little longer?” I ask. “Or you do?”

      He gives me a hard smile. “You had a rough week.”

      Week? So that’s why I feel like I’ve been asleep for days. Because I actually have been.

      “How long?”

      “It’s been four days since I found you at the club with Rokiades,” he tells me. “I’ll admit, I was shocked to find you in there with him. It wasn’t until hours later, after I spoke to Emile, that I pieced together what happened.”

      “Emile?” I ask, trying to put the pieces together myself. My life over the last week feels a bit like a patchwork quilt.

      “My maid,” he explains. “She comes to the penthouse a few times every week to clean it for me.”

      My body goes cold when I remember the kindly older woman who had unwittingly released me from my claustrophobic little cell.

      “What did you do to her?” I demand.

      He raises his eyebrows, clearly taken back by the anger in my voice. “Excuse me?”

      “You fucking heard me!” I snap, straining against my cuffs. “What did you do to her? Where is she?”

      I notice that the ring of raw skin from where I’d tugged at the previous set of cuffs has been treated with some kind of antiseptic ointment. I don’t know what to make of that, so I decide not to think about it at all.

      “Emile is probably at the penthouse right now, cleaning,” he says with a shrug. “I did nothing to her, apart from keeping her employed.”

      “You… you didn’t kill her?”

      He cocks his head to the side, a slight frown playing across his eyebrows. “Why would I have killed her?”

      “She let me go. I escaped because of her.”

      “She didn’t know you were in that wardrobe. And that was my fault. I expected to have dealt with you before she arrived. I forgot.”

      I’m only vaguely aware that my mouth is hanging open as I stare at him. I snap it shut, not entirely sure if I believe what he’s saying.

      “She didn’t want to let me escape. I forced her to give me the security code. I… I choked her…”

      “Well, that’s not very nice. Didn’t know you had it in you. You should probably send Emile a fruit basket or something.”

      I don’t know why, but I feel the need to explain myself. To justify my brutish actions. I’m not like you, I want to scream. I would never hurt someone innocent.

      “I was desperate and starved for oxygen,” I ramble. “I knew that if I stayed, you’d kill me and… and…”

      “You decided you wanted to live at any cost,” he says simply.

      Even now, I don’t understand my need to survive. There was a time when I’d dreamed of death. Prayed for it, even. Which is saying something, since I stopped believing in a higher power a long, long time ago.

      But lately, I’ve fought so hard to keep breathing. It’s the one instinct I thought the beast had forced out of me a long time ago.

      No. Don’t think about him now. Or ever. Put him back in the box and lock the key.

      Somehow, the ordeal I’ve been through the last couple of days has pulled down the defenses I spent years building in my head and heart. All my demons have been allowed to come out and play. Pushing them back in again is harder than I expected.

      “If Emile is at the penthouse,” I ask, “then where are we?”

      “We’re at my mansion in the Hamptons,” he replies.

      “Fuck off. Seriously, where are we?”

      He chuckles. “Come again?”

      “Your mansion? In the Hamptons? Fuck off.”

      Kian smirks. “Listen.”

      “To what?”

      “Shh. Just listen.”

      I scowl, but I shut up and do as he says. Cocking my ear towards the window, I wait for something to happen.

      And then I hear it. It takes me a second to understand what I’m hearing. But suddenly…

      “The ocean.”

      “Smart girl.”

      “We’re really in the Hamptons.”

      He nods, eyes solemn. “I never lie.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Why what?”

      “Why bring me here?”

      He takes longer than I expect to answer. Which only makes me pay closer attention. His expression is well-practiced. It gives nothing away. But every person has tells—somewhere. I just have to find Kian’s.

      He answers my question with one of his own. “What do you last remember?”

      “I remember getting out of your luxurious prison wardrobe and… walking around  the city aimlessly,” I start.

      It’s more for my benefit than his. I need to remember what exactly led me into the beast’s lair.

      “I remember being hungry. I needed to use the bathroom, too. I stumbled across this restaurant. I went inside. Then this guy showed up and… he took me to a back room and locked me in there.”

      I fumble around, trying to remember what happened next. It comes to me in a flash like lightning, hot, jarring, and painful.

      “Then that old fucking pervert walked in.”

      “Yannis,” Kian supplies.

      “Who?”

      “Yannis Rokiades,” Kian tells me. “The Greek don.”

      I sigh. “Yes. That’s the one. He took me back to his club and I’m pretty sure he slipped me something—”

      “Ecstasy.”

      “The drug?”

      He looks like he’s about to smile, but he kills it quickly. “Yes, the drug, not the emotion. He must have mixed it with something else because you were very confused and disoriented when I found you. But then again, you had also been shot.”

      “What?”

      “You don’t remember that part?”

      “I… no,” I tell him, horrified that I can’t pinpoint that. Surely, getting shot is something a person remembers?

      I look at my body, maybe for the first time since I’ve woken up. I’m wearing soft cotton pajamas. And beneath them, on my abdomen, is a mass of gauze bandages.

      So that’s where the pain is coming from.

      “Who shot me?” I ask.

      He narrows his eyes. “Why does that feel like an accusation?”

      “If you didn’t do it, then it’s not.”

      “Why would I shoot you?”

      “You’ve been trying to kill me since we met.”

      He snorts. “True. But I’ve had ample opportunity to kill you up until now.”

      He’s right. He could have just smothered me in my sleep if he had really wanted me dead. It’s small comfort, though.

      “I’m an excellent shot,” Kian continues. “Trust me—it wasn’t my bullet that got you.”

      “Trust you?” I scoff sarcastically. “Sure, that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

      “Need I remind you that, without me, you would have been raped?”

      The word sends another bolt of pain through my body. But this time, it’s all internal. There’s no amount of time that’ll heal the scars inside of me. Thanks to the drug cocktail that Greek asshole fed me, everything feels so fucking fresh. I look down, trying to stuff my feelings back inside the cave they’ve been unearthed from.

      When I look back up again, Kian is staring at me searchingly. “Let me guess: your brother planned on marrying you off to Yannis.”

      Even his name sounds sinister.

      “My brother is a coward,” I snap, not even caring how Kian interprets that. “This was probably the easiest thing for him to do that would increase his power.”

      I don’t have to speak to my brother to know what he was thinking. It’s not like I don’t know what he’s capable of. But I did think I was safe from this kind of thing.

      Especially since I feel like I’ve paid my dues. Drago tried this once before. It almost killed me. He swore he’d never do it again. That he’d keep me safe. And, fuck me, I believed him.

      I see now how naïve that was. The silly, desperate hope of a girl who had nothing else to cling to.

      Kian scoffs. “Yannis Rokiades is not the type of man to just give up power,” he says. “He would have married you and killed your brother.”

      “At this point, I don’t care.”

      He raises his eyebrows and I feel the need to clarify.

      “I meant the last part,” I say quickly. “I don’t care if he’d decided to kill my brother.”

      “Speaking of the devil, where is your brother?”

      I shake my head. “I genuinely don’t know. I don’t think anyone knows at this point.”

      “My men have been trying to track him for days,” Kian says. “It’s clear that someone’s helping him.”

      “He doesn’t have as many friends as he thinks he does,” I say bitterly. “He’s probably just running.”

      “He wouldn’t leave you behind.”

      I snort with dark laughter. “If it was a choice between saving me or saving himself, he’d pick himself every fucking time. In fact, he has done so in the past. Frequently.”

      “And yet you stayed with him.”

      There’s no judgement in his tone. But I feel judged anyway.

      A part of me is aware that I’m projecting. Because I know I should have fought harder, been braver. I should have left a long time ago and tried to get out of the city, away from my brother.

      “I had no choice,” I say lamely, straining to believe the words coming out of my mouth.

      “Everyone has a choice, Renata.”

      “That’s easy for you to say,” I snap. “When you’ve got money and power and a family who’s got your back, it’s easy to preach to other people about their fucking choices. I may have been born into the same kind of family as yours. But my sense of security died with my father. You saw to that. I was under my brother’s thumb. I’ve been with him since I was five years old. And when I was old enough to know the kind of man he was, it was too late.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means… It means he broke me,” I say, without revealing too much.

      I don’t need understanding from Kian O’Sullivan. All these men are alike. Whatever I tell him now, he’ll just use against me later. I’m not fucking falling for it.

      Not even in the face of those sexy blue eyes.

      I’m done with this shit. I’m done with all of it. There’s nothing for me here anymore. I need to get out now, while I still have a shot at a normal, decent life.

      Fuck Yannis Rokiades.

      Fuck Drago Lombardi.

      Fuck Kian O’Sullivan.

      There’s only one name that matters anymore.

      And that’s mine. Renata Lombardi.

      “Kian,” I say, raising my eyes to his, “I don’t have any information for you. And I’m not interested in staking any claim to the empire my father left behind. I just want my freedom.”

      He knows exactly what I’m asking for, but he makes me say it anyway. Those eyes urge me. Go on, then, they say. Beg me for it.

      I hate him for making me say it. For making me walk through every step of this corrupt dance. But those eyes flash and I know there’s no way around it.

      “Just let me go,” I whisper. “Please.”

      His answer is an immediate crack of the whip. “No.”

      “I’ll disappear,” I press. “I’ll never come back to New York City. I’ll change my name if I have to. You can tell the world you murdered me. I’ll stay dead for you.”

      He’s quiet for a long time. As though he’s genuinely considering the suggestion. But when he looks at me again, I realize he’s not even remotely entertaining it.

      “You’re weak, Renata,” he says. His lips curl around my name and I feel a strange warmth spread through my legs at the sound of it. Like he’s tasting me. “You’ve been shot. You need time to heal.”

      “I’ll heal somewhere else.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t allow that.”

      “Why the fuck not?”

      He doesn’t speak, but I can see the answer in his eyes.

      “You still think I might come in handy, don’t you?” I guess. “I’m nothing more than a bargaining chip to you.”

      “You will be protected as long as you’re under my roof.”

      “And who’s going to protect me from you?” I demand.

      He takes a step closer. His eyes travel over my face. There’s conflict in them, a kind of personal war he seems to be waging with himself.

      Maybe I’m not the only one with inner demons that won’t go back into their cages. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised—a man like Kian O’Sullivan can’t have lived the kind of life he’s lived without collecting a few devils of his own.

      “For the time being, this is your home.”

      I find it ironic and insulting that he would even use that word. “Fuck you,” I glower at him. “You can’t do this.”

      He turns and walks towards the door. “I won’t be used anymore!” I scream. “I’m not a fucking… fucking… thing.”

      “Someone will be up here soon with your dinner,” he tells me quietly. “You’ll need to eat to gain your strength.”

      “Don’t bother,” I yell at his back. “I’m not eating as long as I’m your captive!”

      He doesn’t respond.

      “Do you hear me? I’m not eating a thing you give me!”

      He turns around just long enough to give me an uncaring shrug and a frigid glare. “Your choice,” he says.

      Then he’s gone.
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One Day Later—Kian’s Office—The Hamptons

        

      

    

    
      A gentle knock on my door draws my attention from the plethora of papers littering my desk.

      “Come in,” I say, grateful for the distraction.

      The door opens tentatively. I know already that it’s one of the staff that keeps this place running when I’m in New York. “Sir?”

      “Come in, Nessa,” I say, gesturing her forward.

      “Sir, it’s about the young lady,” she says apologetically.

      So much for the distraction I was hoping for. I suppress a sigh. “Did she eat anything today?”

      “Not a thing, sir,” she replies, as though she herself has personally failed me somehow. “I tried to coax her into eating a crust of bread. But she refused.”

      “Stubborn little spitfire.”

      “Sir?”

      “Nothing, Nessa,” I grumble. “Don’t worry about it.”

      She lingers for a moment. “Sir…”

      “What it is?”

      “She’s getting weaker and weaker.”

      “That tends to happen when you refuse to eat.”

      “Perhaps loosening her restraints might persuade her to eat?” she suggests timidly.

      The fact that she’s even making the suggestion tells me that she’s concerned for Renata. But then again, Nessa has a strong maternal vibe.

      “I don’t think that’ll work with her, Nessa,” I say. “But I’ll think about it.”

      She opens her mouth to respond, but then thinks better of it. She knows better than to defy me so brazenly.

      “Thanks, Nessa,” I say. “You can go.”

      She gives me a tight smile and slips out of my office. When she’s gone, I lean back in my wing-backed chair and take a deep breath. It’s been a day since Renata and I had had our last conversation. And true to her word, she’s refused any type of meal since then. A hunger strike. Like she’s fucking Gandhi.

      I have to marvel at her willpower. She must be fucking starved, but so far, she’s stayed strong. Still, it’s only been a day. And I haven’t even brought out the big guns. That’ll come in due time.

      My office here is very different than the one in my penthouse in Manhattan. It’s more than three times the size, for starters. Bright and airy in a way that New York can never be. I usually love spending time in here. But for the last day, I’ve been staring at the door far more frequently than is healthy.

      I don’t know why I’m keen to go and see her. Maybe it’s because I need to figure out what this weird, sometimes intoxicating, sometimes toxic connection is between us.

      Because maybe, if I can figure it out, I can destroy it. Remove the distraction and get my head back in the game.

      I’ve passed the point where I can claim to be unaffected by Renata. She’s well and truly in my head. And it’s made me… not sloppy, but certainly less focused.

      Slamming my fist on the table, I give up the fight and leave my office. I’ve deliberately put her in a room on the other side of the house. As far away from me as possible.

      Not that it’s made much of a difference. The lure is just as strong no matter where she is.

      I stride into Renata’s room without knocking. She gives a start of surprise, but it twists into anger the moment she realizes it’s me.

      “You’re worrying Nessa,” I announce.

      She struggles to sit up, and only just manages it. “I’m not an invalid—”

      “So you keep saying.”

      “I don’t need to stay in bed all the time.”

      I notice that there’s a stack of books by her bedside table. Apparently, she’s already gotten through a few.

      “The doctor recommended bed rest.”

      “Like you give a shit.”

      “I want you alive.”

      “Only because you can’t include me in your schemes if I’m dead.”

      I give her a nonchalant shrug and slump down in the chair next to her bed. She angles her body away from me and her expression morphs into disgust.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Just came in to check on you.”

      “Why?”

      “Like I said, you’re worrying Nessa.”

      Her eyes soften. Marginally, but I notice it. “She’s nice.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “How is it that a guy like you has so many decent people under your employment?”

      I put my hand against my chest and pretend to look wounded. “I’m insulted.”

      “Good. That was the point.”

      I smirk. “It might surprise you to learn that I’m not the villain you make me out to be.”

      “I don’t make you out to be anything but what you are.”

      “Listen,” I say reasonably, “I’ll admit that I’m no saint. I’ve done horrible things. Terrible, in fact.”

      She tenses a little, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      “Once, when I was but a wee lad, I even swapped out the frosting in an Oreo for toothpaste and fed it to my brother. But I’ve only ever given my enemies what they deserve,” I tell her. “I don’t hurt innocent people. If I can protect them, I do.”

      “You tried to kill me.”

      “Actually, you tried to kill me,” I remind her. “I was just defending myself.”

      “Because you broke into my house.”

      “To kill your brother,” I tell her. “Who you yourself have admitted is a fucking asshole.”

      She bites down on her lower lip and I have to look away before my body betrays me. Like it does every time she’s close to me.

      “You don’t get to decide who lives and dies.”

      “The world is better off without some men, Renata,” I say softly.

      She looks up. Meets my gaze. The strange connection between us feels tangible at the moment. “That’s what some would say about you,” she snarls.

      “I’m sure that’s true,” I say. “And if they have the balls to make an attempt on my life, they’re welcome to try. If they succeed in killing me, then I deserve to die.”

      She frowns. “That logic makes zero fucking sense.”

      “So be it.”

      I lapse into silence. But I can feel her eyes on me, searching my face as though she’s trying to figure me out. I’m doing the same thing with her.

      “What brought you here?” she asks abruptly. “Here to America, I mean. You’re not from here.”

      “It’s a long story.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “You’ve abducted me, chained me to this fucking bed, and you’re refusing to let me leave. The least you can do is tell me your story.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “I wasn’t aware you were that interested in hearing it.”

      She tries to act disinterested. “I’m tired of reading.”

      I lean back in my chair, and kick one leg up so that it’s resting on the edge of her bed. I’m mildly flattered that she even cares at this point. But it feeds into my theory that she’s as fascinated with me as I am with her. “I came here twenty years ago…”

      “Because of my father?” she interrupts. She sounds curious more than bitter. But I have a feeling that it won’t take much to unearth that particular emotion.

      “Mostly,” I reply honestly. “My brother, Cillian, is the don of the O’Sullivan clan. He dispatched me to New York to take care of the Italian threat.”

      She frowns as though she doesn’t like how I’ve characterized her family. “Why was my father a threat to you?” she asks. Again, she sounds more curious than angry. But that could also be a result of her weakened state. The lack of food is making her look pale, ashen-faced. Her collarbones have become more prominent in just twenty-four hours.

      “He wasn’t just encroaching on Clan territory. He was also undermining our allies, cutting in on deals that he had no part in. Attacking Clan warehouses and framing innocent parties.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “Why else?” I ask rhetorically. “To gain power. To sow distrust and misinformation among our ranks so that he could break us up from the inside.”

      Her frown deepens. She’s so gaunt and trembling with weakness.

      “The Clan was establishing a stronghold in New York at the time,” I continue. “We were competing with him for dominance. He wanted to exterminate us so that he could do it all his way.”

      “And there can only be one top dog?” Renata guesses bitterly.

      “It’s a big world, Renata. Too big for any single family to control. We don’t mind sharing—with the right allies. For instance, the O’Sullivan Clan and the Kovalyov Bratva are completely separate entities. Some would even say we ought to be enemies. But that’s not the case.”

      “Why?” she asks suspiciously.

      “Because Don Kovalyov and Don O’Sullivan are as good as brothers,” I explain, amazed at how easy it is to share all this with her.

      “Don O’Sullivan?”

      “My brother,” I say. “Cillian.”

      “The one that sent you to New York twenty years ago?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “So you came here, killed my father, destroyed his power base, and then what? You just decided to stay here forever?”

      My muscles tense instinctively. I haven’t spent a lot of time lately thinking back on the circumstances that led me to stay in New York. As it turns out, it’s not very complicated. Doesn’t make it any easier for me to talk about.

      “I didn’t decide anything,” I reply. “My brother decided.”

      She raises her eyebrows. I notice a faint sparkle in her eye. As though she’s thrilled to have stumbled across a sore point in my past. “And you resent him for it?”

      I glare at her. “Stop foaming at the mouth. Cillian is my brother. I love him and I respect him.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      “Maybe, at first, I did resent him a little,” I admit. “But he had his reasons for asking me to stay here. And I understand them now.”

      “What changed?”

      “Nothing,” I reply. “I grew up. I matured. I realized that Cillian had looked far ahead. I was just fixed in the present. He didn’t want to be my don. He wanted me to lead in my own right.”

      She looks surprised by that. “And you… didn’t want to lead?”

      I frown. “Hell fucking no. Do you know what it feels like to be don? To have the weight of the world on your shoulders? For a long time, I was groomed to be don after my father.”

      “But that changed when Cillian entered the picture,” she infers.

      I shake my head. “Not exactly. Like I said, it’s a long story. And parts of it aren’t mine,” I explain. “But the point is that, when it became clear that Cillian was not only don material, but he also happened to want the job, I was happy to step aside.”

      She looks at me searchingly.

      It makes me pause. “What?”

      She shrugs. “I just haven’t heard that very often. A man who actually wanted to step back and give control to someone else.”

      I smile. “It runs in the family. Cillian’s not the oldest brother.”

      “You have another brother?”

      “Sean’s the oldest, but he abdicated the throne, so to speak, a long time ago. So the torch passed to Cillian. But shit went down and he was forced into exile. I stepped up. Until Cillian appeared thirteen years later and took back what was his.”

      She stares at me with wide eyes. “You weren’t kidding about things being complicated.”

      I smile. “I wasn’t happy about leaving Ireland for good. Dublin has always been my home. But Cillian was right. I’m better off here. Doesn’t mean I don’t still struggle with it.”

      “Do you go back to Dublin often?”

      “Not as often as I would like,” I admit. “My last visit was three years ago. Life here keeps me busy.”

      She nods slowly. We sink into silence for a few moments, and as we do, I realize that this may be the first real conversation we’ve had.

      Which is probably not the best thing. Conversations tend to humanize people. I’m not sure that would benefit either one of us. Especially not with the dynamic we’ve got going. It’s a double-edged sword. No matter which way we swing it, someone’s going to get cut.

      “What was it like, being raised by your brother?” I ask.

      She spares me a cursory glance, but I know it’s because she’s trying to keep the emotions from her face. “It was hell,” she says bluntly. “Did you expect anything different?”

      “I am surprised he kept you with him.”

      “Yeah, well, so am I. At least, I was—before I realized why,” she says. Then she sighs deeply, and I see her shoulders sag under the weight of the nightmares she’s survived. “I was never a person to him. Never a sister. I was just something that he could use. He was only fifteen when Papa died…”

      I notice the way she phrases it. Papa died. Not Papa was killed.

      “Papa’s allies opened their homes to both of us. We traveled from place to place, relying on the kindness of others. It wasn’t until I was older that I realized it wasn’t kindness at all. They wanted to use us, just like Drago wanted to use me. He was bitter and filled with rage. He felt like he had been robbed of everything that was his. He hated having to ask for help. Hated having to live off other people. No doubt my father’s so-called ‘allies’ took advantage of his youth and inexperience. Sometimes, I don’t even know how we survived.”

      “How did you?”

      She shrugs. “Dumb luck,” she suggests, as though she herself isn’t sure. “And hatred. Hatred of you.”

      “I’m flattered.”

      “He may be stupid,” she says. “But his anger is real. And he’s desperate now. When Drago gets desperate…” She trails off and her expression falls. She looks so incredibly vulnerable for a moment that I feel the need to reach out and touch her. I have to clench my hands into fists to stop myself from doing exactly that.

      It’s not my place to comfort her. Especially since I’m the one who put her in the very position of suffering she’s talking about.

      She shakes off her thoughts and looks back at me, her expression focusing again. “Let’s just say that when Drago gets desperate, he gets violent,” she says softly.

      “Did he get violent with you?” I probe.

      “I was used to being his punching bag,” she tells me. “He hurt when he was angry. Sometimes, it was physical. Other times, it was emotional. Mind games and the like. I was used to it. But when my brother is pushed into a corner… well, he becomes someone else entirely.”

      If it’s possible, she pales a little more. As though fighting back a memory that’s so abhorrent that her body doesn’t quite know how to react to it.

      “Renata…” I rasp. “What did he do to you?”

      She pointedly ignores my gaze. “Nothing.”

      “It doesn’t sound like nothing.”

      Her eyes flash to mine and just like that, the fire is back, forcing the sallowness of her skin to recede. She looks fucking magnificent.

      “Why do you even care?” she demands. “You’re the exact fucking same.”

      “The same?” I echo. “I am nothing like your fucking brother.”

      “No?” she asks spitefully. “I don’t see a difference.”

      “Then you’re not looking hard enough. The O’Sullivans have morals. The Lombardis have cruelty.”

      “I am a Lombardi, too, in case you forgot,” she storms at me.

      “Not like him.”

      She shakes her head weakly. “You’re not making sense.”

      “The lack of food is beginning to mess with your head,” I tell her harshly. “You need to eat.”

      She crosses her arms over her chest. “No.”

      “Jesus, why be so fucking stubborn?”

      “You think only men have that right?” she demands. “I got news for you, buddy: I have suffered more than you ever will. I was sold out by the people closest to me and I’m still standing. I’ve earned the right to be stubborn. Your big brother didn’t want you to have to play second fiddle, so he sent you to a place where you could call the shots. And that’s your big tragedy in life? Please. Spare me.”

      Her words snap like breaking branches. She’s so hopped up on her own emotion that she no longer looks weak.

      She’s not done yet, either.

      “Men prick their finger and cry about it endlessly. Women take fucking gunshots and they pick themselves up and keep going. So yeah, I’m fucking stubborn. Get used to it.”

      I stare at her, watching as her mouth slams shut with finality.

      So much for our decent conversation. It had derailed fast. But I can’t help thinking that I’ve come away with more than she intended to give me. I get to my feet and walk around her bed towards the door. I don’t look behind me, but I can feel her eyes watching me go.

      “You can’t keep doing this forever,” I tell her without glancing backward. “At some point, you will yield.”

      “Watch me,” she hisses.

      I almost smile. But I stop myself at the last moment.

      She doesn’t need my condescension. She needs my respect.

      And I’m starting to believe she deserves it.
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      When Kian leaves, I pull at my restraints with frustration. They’re long tethers that give me a certain amount of freedom on the bed, but I still can’t walk more than a foot away from each side.

      I groan angrily, but my strength is failing fast. The first twenty-four hours was the easiest. But now, the hunger has really set in. It’s leaving me light-headed, almost hallucinatory. Which is the only justification I have for why I’d told Kian so damn much about my life. It’s the only justification I have for almost telling him about my deepest, darkest secret. The one I’ve spent my life trying to bury underneath feigned strength.

      I never talk about. I barely even think about it. Because that way, it’s like it never existed.

      Years of silence. Years of suppressed emotion. Buried memories. And yet, after half an hour with Kian O’Sullivan, I can feel the story rising to the surface in a desperate need to qualify my own pain.

      What does it even matter? He doesn’t really care about me. I’m just a pawn in his game. I’d be a fool to think he has any real desire to protect me. The restraints speak for themselves.

      But I can’t help thinking that I’d be having a very different reaction if another man were to have tied me up like this. If this were Rokiades’s house, I’d be sick with fear.

      Then again, if this were Rokiades’s house, I have no doubt that I’d have already been raped ten times over by now. Kian, on the other hand, hasn’t laid a finger on me.

      Tired of struggling and tired of thinking, I lie back against the sheets spread-eagled. I close my eyes and try to shut him out of my head. Of course, all that does is ensure that he’s the only thing in my head.

      Unable to do anything else but stare at the ceiling, I start to drift off a little. If nothing else, it’s a nice distraction from the hunger.

      But the next time I blink, I realize I’m not alone.

      Kian is back in the room. He’s standing off in the corner, regarding me with a seductive gaze that makes my body heat up.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, trying my hardest to sound angry.

      “Watching you.” His voice is weird. As if he’s underwater or down a well. The light coming into the room is weird, too. Everything is slightly off-kilter. Reality doesn’t feel real.

      “Why?”

      “You know why.” He pushes himself off the wall and saunters over to the foot of the bed. He stands directly between my legs, his eyes languishing over my body like he owns it.

      Then he gets on the bed. I tense up. But not because I’m scared. No, it’s much worse than that.

      It’s because I’m excited. Aroused. Lustful.

      “Stop,” I whimper.

      “Why?” he asks casually. “You don’t actually want me to.”

      “You can’t do this.”

      “You can stop me if you want,” he says.

      “How can I when you’ve chained—”

      I break off mid-sentence when I realize my restraints have disappeared. I’m no longer confined to the bed. I sit up and my face almost collides with Kian’s.

      His blue eyes carry hints of green around the irises. I haven’t noticed that before. But then, I’ve never been quite this close to him before.

      “You want me to stop?” he asks, his hand moving up my right leg.

      “I… I…”

      “All you have to do is say the word, Renata.”

      Fuck, I love the way he says my name. Guilt crashes over me as I struggle to form the word that will force him to stop touching me. I just have to say it. Say it. Say it. Fucking say it!

      I can’t.

      He pushes up my skirt and drops his head down between my legs. His lips land on my thigh and I shiver, desperate for him to go higher. “Tell me you want me to stop,” he taunts.

      He raises his head. But it’s not Kian’s face anymore. It’s twisted into something else. Something almost unrecognizable—

      Wait, no. I know this face.

      Dread fills me like water rushing into a cavern. Dark, swirling water and dark, swirling dread. I want to scream but my lungs won’t work. It’s not Kian between my legs.

      It’s the beast I tried to bury a long time ago.

      If I see his face again, I’ll die. I know I will. I thrash and thrash, but the restraints are back and tighter than ever. That face is looming closer and closer, filling up my whole field of vision, and I try to scream louder but—

      “Ma’am?”

      I jerk. My eyes fly open with terror. But Kian’s nowhere in sight. But neither is the monster.

      It was just a nightmare.

      The woman in front of me is staring at me with concern and something else in her eyes, something I can’t quite place. It takes me a few more moments to shake off the disorientation of my dream before I can concentrate on any details about her.

      She’s standing next to my bed, wearing a white and black maid’s uniform that’s been pressed to perfection. She’s young, probably around my age, and understatedly attractive. Something about her makes me feel as though she’s purposefully downplayed her looks in an effort to not to be noticed. Her blonde hair is kind of oily and tied back behind her head in an austere bun. Her eyes are a dark blue verging on brown.

      “I wouldn’t have woken you,” she apologizes. “But you seemed to be in distress.”

      I sit up a little and try to change the position of my arm, but my restraints hold me back.

      “Here,” she says, surprising me by removing the restraints altogether with sure fingers. “Let me.”

      I frown in shock as she casually rids me of the fucking things. The moment I’m free, I rub my fingers over my aching wrists.

      “Are you gonna get in trouble for doing that?”

      She smiles. “Not at all. Master Kian told me to remove them.”

      “He did?”

      “He did.”

      She turns her back on me and walks over to the circular side table, on which sits a silver tray. I’m expecting to see a plate full of food. Kian bribing me to eat again. Instead, there’s only a pitcher of water and an empty glass.

      The maid pours me a glass and walks back to my bedside. My mouth is parched, but I resist the urge to accept it. After what Rokiades did to me, I’m a little wary of unfamiliar people offering drinks.

      “No, thank you.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Positive.”

      She doesn’t try to persuade me to drink like Nessa has spent days doing. She just shrugs, sets the glass on the bedside table, and walks over to the chair in the corner.

      I catch sight of something silky draped over the armrest and frown. “What’s that?”

      “Master Kian sent it up for you,” she tells me in a soft lilt. “I’m here to help you get dressed.”

      “For what?”

      “For dinner.”

      Making use of my newfound freedom—relatively speaking, of course—I get off the bed and walk over to the chair on shaky legs.

      The dress is protected underneath a translucent wrap, but I can still tell that it’s beautiful. And clearly expensive. “He expects me to wear that to dinner?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” she answers quietly. “I believe Master Kian ordered it specifically for you.”

      She says it as though she expects me to be grateful. And that just makes me curious about who she is. About why she’s here. Does she know who she works for? What he does?

      I’m also distracted by the strange turn of events that’s brought her to my room in the first place. A formal fucking dinner? One that involves designer clothes?

      Just what is he playing at?

      I’m pissed that he thinks he can so easily manipulate me. But before I sound off and tell the maid to go find “Master” Kian and tell him where he can stick his dress, I take a breath.

      I need to be more than angry and combative. I need to be smart. With the restraints gone, I have a chance of escaping. Maybe, if I play along, I can get out of here and leave this world behind once and for all.

      Feeling slightly unsteady on my feet, I sink onto the chair. The maid smoothly maneuvers the dress out of my way so that I’m not sitting on it. I’ve noticed that, every time she’s mentioned Kian, it’s with an almost reverent tone. And since I the plan is to lull her into a false sense of security, I decide to hit two birds with one stone.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Aisling.”

      “Aisling,” I repeat. “That’s an interesting name.”

      “It’s an old Irish name,” she explains. “A family name, too. It was my mother’s middle name and my gran’s first name. I kept the tradition alive and named my daughter Aisling, too.”

      “That’s beautiful.”

      She gives me a tight smile. I sense a deeper story there. One I want to coax out of her. “How did you come to work here?” I ask, hoping the question doesn’t put her off.

      “I’ve drawn you a bath,” she demurs in a good-natured tone. “How about I talk while you soak?”

      “You’ve drawn me a bath?” I repeat, dumbfounded.

      She smiles. “Trust me. You’ll love it.”

      I want to refuse, but the idea of soaking in a hot tub is just too tempting to resist. So I follow her into the bathroom. Sure enough, the tub is good to go. I can see a thin veneer of steam rising over the water and a couple of bottles of open bath salts perched on the broad porcelain ledge.

      I start to remove my clothes and Aisling comes up behind me, helping me out of everything deftly. It’s infuriating to admit, but I actually need her help. It’s like my limbs are so rusty from disuse that I’ve forgotten how to move them.

      She helps me into the tub with surprisingly strong hands. The moment I find a comfortable position, she twists a nozzle off to the side and the water starts bubbling and pulsing around my aching bones.

      “Whoa,” I breathe.

      Aisling just smiles politely though and pours in a few more bath salts with a delicate hand.

      “So,” I say, breaking the silence. “You were about to tell me how you came to work here.”

      “It’s a long story, really,” she starts.

      “Isn’t everyone’s?”

      “You may have a point there,” she laughs.

      As she bends, I notice the chain hanging around her neck. A pendant with initials on it. “That’s pretty,” I tell her.

      Her fingers curl around the pendant and then she stuffs it back into her blouse. Her expression changes. Becomes more subdued, more hesitant.

      “Sorry, have I said something wrong…?”

      “No, no, it’s okay,” she says quickly. “I just… It’s hard for me to talk about my daughter.”

      “Oh,” I blanch, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize—”

      “She’s not dead,” Aisling swoops in. “She’s out there somewhere. I just have to find her.”

      A single tear trickles down her face. She wipes it away and shudders. “Sorry,” she mumbles. “This is why I don’t talk about her. I get too worked up.”

      I ask gently, “Where is she?”

      “With her father,” she replies. “They moved years ago. After… after I was taken.”

      My eyes go wide. “Taken?”

      “That’s the story. The start of it, at least. I used to wait tables at this highbrow club in the city. It was a challenging job, but I made a killing in tips and Warren and I needed every penny.”

      “Warren?”

      “My husband. High school sweethearts, if you can believe that. We were only eighteen when my wee one was born. So young to be parents. We both graduated high school, but college with a little one was out of the question. My job kept us afloat. Which is why I never quit, no matter how difficult things got.”

      I hold my breath. I have a feeling this story is about to take a sickening turn.

      “There was this particularly horrible group of men that used to come in on Fridays and Saturdays. They spent tens of thousands of dollars every time. Some nights, I made at least five grand on tips waiting on their table alone. I thought they were a blessing.”

      My heart thunders in my chest. Any second now, that nasty twist is coming. Something like that is always too good to be true.

      “They were sex traffickers,” Aisling explains simply. “One night, they requested my presence in their private room. I went in with drinks and then… they forced me to… to…” She trails off and takes a deep breath. “Well, you can imagine. There were four of them. Once they were done, I thought it was over. But they took me with them. Sold me to more bad men. It’s amazing how one night can change everything. You leave home without thinking twice about it, and you never quite make it back.”

      I stare at her in shock. “How long?”

      “Three years,” she tells me. “Three years with them. And then, finally… I got out.”

      “How?”

      “Kian O’Sullivan,” she murmurs. The reverence is back in her tone. “We were at what they call a ‘meat market.’ An auction to sell off girls. I was part of the lineup that night.”

      Meat market. The term alone is enough to make me retch.

      “I was prepared to be sold off to some old creep with a point to prove. It wasn’t the first time. But before the auction had even started, guns started going off. And in storms Master Kian with this, this… look in his eye.”

      She glances up at me, eyes brimming with tears and memories.

      “He saved us. All of us. And he killed every single man in that place. He could’ve stopped there and I would’ve fallen at his feet in gratitude. But he did more. He helped us all find the ones we left behind. Girls were reunited with their parents, their friends, their spouses.”

      “And you found Warren and your daughter?” I ask hopefully.

      She smiles, but it’s the saddest smile I’ve ever seen. “I wish. They disappeared without a trace. No one had seen them in two years. And the world’s a big place when you’re looking for just two little people.”

      “You still haven’t found them?” I gasp.

      She shakes her head. “Master Kian is still looking for them on my behalf. In the meantime, he gave me a job and a place to stay.”

      I take in her story with difficulty, part amazed and part horrified. “I… I mean… How are you still standing?” I ask at last.

      She gives me a wry smile. “I wouldn’t be, if it weren’t for Master Kian,” she says. “He saved me. He delivered me from hell and gave me a means to survive so that, when I do reunite with my husband and daughter again, I’ll be able to care for them. He’s a saint.”

      Aisling sighs and then it seems as if she’s done talking for a while. She helps me out of the tub and offers me a fluffy white towel to wrap myself in.

      I follow her back into the room, where she gestures for me to sit down on the chair by the window. I’m still contemplating her story and I sit without question.

      She brings out a few different bottles of creams and lotions. Then slowly, she starts to massage each one into my skin, transforming it from dry and scaly to smooth and silky in mere moments. Each one smells better than the last, and I can’t help but revel in the feeling.

      “So do you like working here?” I ask. It’s a dumb question, but I can’t think of a better way to phrase what I really want to know.

      “I do. Very much. If I’m lucky enough to choose, I think I’d like to work for Master Kian for as long as I can. He’s a kind man.”

      I raise my eyebrows, unable to agree with her. “You’ll forgive me for not having the same opinion,” I drawl.

      She doesn’t smile. In fact, her shoulders stiffen a little. “Villains and heroes come in all different shapes and sizes,” she tells me. “Sometimes, one thing looks like the complete opposite.”

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes. “You’re trying to tell me that Kian O’Sullivan is a hero in disguise?”

      “I’m only trying to say that people are more complicated than they seem,” she demurs. “Do you know that for the three years I was forced to be a sex worker, there was one name I heard quite a bit?”

      I feel my stomach drop. My body knows what she’s going to say before my mind does. But I have to know. I have to hear the words.

      “What name?” I croak.

      “Lombardi,” Aisling replies, her tone heavy. “Master Kian may have killed him decades ago. But his money is still flowing in the underworld. His sins are still living.”

      I look at her in shock, wondering if I should be worried about my safety with her. There’s a vein of darkness in Aisling that runs deep. I can’t blame her for it—if I were in her shoes, I’d have gone postal years ago.

      “Your father is a hero in those circles,” Aisling continues, though her expression doesn’t change. Neither does the gentle pressure she’s applying on my arms, even though I’m half expecting her to start squeezing the life out of me. “He’s revered as the don of the underworld. Half the trafficking rings in New York exist because he built them. And if he didn’t build them, he funded them.”

      My stomach twists, but there’s nothing left to come out. “Oh God…”

      She releases my hand. “Like I said, people are complicated. They’re not black and white. I don’t assume that you’re a monster just because your father was.”

      The words are soothing. But I’m still having trouble processing the disturbing stories she’s just told me.

      “Dinner will be served soon,” Aisling says, getting to her feet. “It’s time to get you dressed.”

      She turns and I realize that my opportunity for escape has just presented itself. I can use any number of objects in this room as a blunt weapon. One well-placed hit across the back of her head and I’d be able to slip out unnoticed.

      But two things make me hesitate.

      One, I’m still reeling from the haunting story she just told me.

      Two, I don’t want to play into the image that I’m a terrible human being simply because of my last name.

      While I’m still thinking about my options, Aisling turns with the dress in her arms. The opportunity passes. I’m surprised to find that I’m actually relieved about that.

      “You’ll look beautiful in this,” she tells me.

      I get to my feet and disrobe. I slip on underwear—black panties and a matching bra that’s dressy but comfortable.

      Then the dress. As Aisling removes the protective covering, I’m really able to appreciate its beauty. It’s made of a fabric that I’m unfamiliar with. So thin that it’s almost sheer, and a shimmery nude color that catches the eye, set in a pattern of criss-cross diamonds. The silhouette is fitted, ending just below the knee.

      Aisling zips it up at the back for me. “It’s perfect.” She gives me an approving nod.

      She spins me around to face the floor-length mirror and even I have to admit that I look good. The dress hugs my figure, accentuating how long and lean my torso is. I’ve lost weight, but the gloss of the dress helps to hide the fact that I’m looking a little too skinny.

      I just stand there as Aisling brushes out my hair and applies a dab of nude lipstick. Finally, when she approaches me with a box of eyeliner and mascara, I stop her. “That’s plenty,” I say. “I don’t really wear makeup.”

      “Are you sure?” she asks, sounding disappointed. “I’ll be subtle.”

      “I’m sure,” I say resolutely.

      She puts away her disappointed expression and brings out a pair of satin beige heels with a thick heel. Clearly, they’re designer wear, too.

      “You’re ready,” she says when the heels are on. “I’ll take you to the beach.”

      “The beach?” I ask, walking slowly.

      “Master Kian requested that dinner we served on the deck. It offers the perfect view of the ocean.”

      As we walk down the stairs, dread winds its way through my body. I want to be strong. I want to resist him. To keep hating him the way I always have.

      But with every passing me, that’s getting harder and harder to do.
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      I’m expecting to be impressed.

      I’m not expecting to be completely and utterly floored by the vision that approaches me from the boardwalk.

      Renata is clearly unsteady in her new shoes, but she still manages to look graceful. The dress I picked out for her fits like a dream, wrapping itself around her athletic frame and highlighting her breasts to perfection. Her brown hair flutters softly in the ocean breeze as she pointedly ignores my eyes.

      Aisling hasn’t followed her onto the boardwalk. In fact, I can see the maid already starting to make her way back into the house.

      When Renata finally makes it to the table, she pauses in front of it, and her eyes finally meet mine.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she demands.

      I smile. “You look lovely.”

      “Do you expect a thank you or something?” she snaps. “Just because you buy me an expensive dress doesn’t mean I’ll forgive the fact that I’m still your prisoner.”

      “Why don’t you sit down?”

      Despite her words, I don’t sense the kind of anger I expected from her. In fact, I get the feeling that she’s trying to work herself up to it and failing.

      That or the lack of food is starting to weigh on her, blunting the edge of her razor-sharp emotions.

      “I’ll sit,” she says. “But only because I want to.”

      I suppress a laugh. “As you wish.”

      The table is relatively empty, apart from cutlery and side plates. But there is a small silver cloche in the center of the table between the two of us. The moment she’s seated, I pull it open, revealing the assortment of fresh bread underneath.

      The smell blossoms between us instantly. She stiffens and leans as far away from it as she can.

      “How about a bread roll?” I ask innocently. “Hot from the oven? There’s garlic butter and herb butter to go with it, too.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “If this is your attempt to get me to eat, you can go fuck yourself.”

      I sigh. “Hmph. More for me, I suppose.”

      I take a bread roll, split it, and lather it with butter. She watches me with a trancelike expression on her face, and I know it’s killing her not to cave into her hunger. Nevertheless, she persists.

      Fine with me. We have three courses of this left to go. I refuse to be dissuaded.

      I take a bite and sigh with contentment. “Delicious.”

      “Asshole.”

      I smirk. “I hate eating alone. Won’t you join me?”

      “No.”

      “Shame,” I say, with a shrug. “Leona is the best chef this side of the Atlantic. And speak of the devil, here comes the first course.”

      A pair of servers come from the main house to set plates in front of each of us. The first course is a crispy seared salmon on a bed of buttered potatoes. Renata leans back in her seat and turns her face to the ocean.

      “You sure you don’t want a bite?” I ask, spearing a potato wedge and pointing it at her.

      She crosses her arms over her chest and avoids even glancing toward my fork. I can’t help but be impressed by her iron will. “Just curious, how much longer are you going to do this for?” I inquire.

      “Until you give me back my freedom,” she replies immediately.

      “And what will you do with it?”

      Her head snaps to my face. “I… I…”

      “Haven’t thought past the freedom, huh?”

      She narrows her eyes. “I’d get as far away as possible from you and men like you.”

      “Seems like a waste.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you’d be wasted on an ordinary life,” I explain solemnly. “You’re not ordinary, Renata.”

      “Yeah, I’ve figured that part out over the last twenty-five years, thanks,” she retorts. “And I’ve paid for it. If ‘ordinary’ means I get to make my own decisions and take control of my own future, than ‘ordinary’ is what I want.”

      “Sure. Tell me about that future, then,” I coax.

      “Excuse me?”

      “What will you do? Where will you go?”

      “Yeah, like I’d tell you anything.”

      I snort. “You don’t need to give me details. I’m not asking for coordinates. Just tell me a story. Your vision of the future, however you want it to go.”

      It’s not a question. It’s a challenge. But I have a sneaking suspicion she prefers things that way.

      Her eyes go dreamy. “Somewhere with an empty beach,” she whispers. “I’d find a nice little one-bedroom that overlooks the ocean. Then I could walk to work every day.”

      “What kind of work would you want?”

      “I don’t care,” she says with a shrug. “A waitress, a teacher… Anything that helps me pay the rent. And doesn’t hurt people along the way.”

      “And that’s it, huh?” I prod. “That’s the big life? Minimum wage and a shitty apartment?”

      “I’ve had enough of the big life,” she retorts. “I want a small life now. Something simple and easy.”

      “But would you be happy?”

      “Yes.”

      I smile and shake my head. “You only think that because you don’t know any better.”

      “Typical,” she snorts.

      “Typical?”

      “I mean it’s typical of you, as a man, assuming you know what’s better for me than I do.”

      “I happen to know exactly what’s good for you,” I say. “The fact that I’m a man and you’re a woman is purely coincidental.”

      She snorts aggressively. Her eyes flicker to my half-eaten plate and then back to her own untouched food. I know she’s desperate to eat, but she’s still dying to prove a point.

      “But let’s not get distracted. We have the apartment, the job, the ocean—then what?” I press. “You’ll meet a nice boring guy named Bill or Harry? You’ll pop out a couple of kids and do the whole minivan-carpool, white-picket-fence thing?”

      She raises her eyes to mine for a moment. “I don’t want kids,” she says decidedly. “I don’t want to bring another life into this fucked-up world. Not as long as men like you are in charge of it.”

      I laugh. “Is that right?”

      I notice a vein twitching in her forehead. She’s trying to figure me out, and getting more and more pissed as she repeatedly fails. “Enough of the twenty fucking questions,” she snaps. “Your turn. What about you? Are you happy?”

      “Reasonably happy, sure,” I say. “But mostly because I’ve cracked the secret code to happiness.”

      “Oh?” she asks, looking intrigued. “Do tell.”

      “Eat something and I will.”

      “I’ll pass.”

      I sigh. “Knowing the secret formula to happiness isn’t worth eating a delicious meal?”

      “No.”

      “Alright then,” I concede. “I’ll share anyway, free of charge. The secret to being happy is… drumroll please… clean bedsheets.”

      “Fuck you,” she snorts.

      “I’m serious.”

      “I’m sure you are.”

      “Clean bedsheets. You come home at the end of the day, you shower, you get into those nice, fresh sheets… Pure bliss. Nirvana at your fingertips.”

      “Are you done?”

      “Baby, I’m just getting started.”

      Her eyes narrow. “I was expecting something more along the lines of ‘drinking the blood of your enemies, fucking their wives, enslaving their children.’”

      I fake a shudder. “God, hell no. Fuck that. Have you seen the wives of my enemies? They’re repulsive.”

      Renata can’t help but laugh at that. She kills it an instant later, but for a second, it was there. A sliver of joy. Or something close to joy, at least.

      “You want to know the real secret to happiness, though?” I ask in a somber voice after a moment of silence has passed.

      “Here comes another joke.”

      I shake my head. “No. This time, I meant it. The key to happiness is knowing that it’s not a constant state of being. It’s not the kind of thing that’s permanent. Even if you achieve happiness, it won’t last. It comes and goes. You need to enjoy it while it lasts and hold onto the hope it will return when it leaves. If you accept that, then you’ll be happier because of it.”

      She absorbs that for a moment. I can tell she’s mildly impressed by the personal philosophy, but she’s trying not to show it. “So you’ve accepted that you’ll never be happy for long? Sounds bleak.”

      “It’s not as pessimistic as that,” I correct. “More like I understand that happiness can’t be trapped in a bottle. No one is insanely, wholly happy all of their lives. Not unless you get a traumatic brain injury or something.”

      “Have you ever met anyone close?” she asks quietly.

      I think on that. “My brothers, perhaps,” I suggest. “But then again, I’m assuming that from an outside perspective. Maybe it looks different from their point of view.”

      “What do they have that you think makes them happy?”

      “They’ve got life partners and kids,” I explain. “They’ve got goals to meet. Jobs they love.”

      “And what about you?” she asks curiously.

      “I’ve got goals, too,” I admit. “And sometimes I do love my job. But mostly because I’ve had no choice but to love it. It’s the only thing I’ll ever be qualified for.”

      “Murdering?”

      I tilt my head to the side and look at her curiously. “Do you really think that’s all I am? A murderer?”

      She stops short, thinking about her response for a moment. She looks conflicted as her eyes move to the house for a moment. “Aisling is nice,” she says instead of answering my question.

      “I know.”

      “She told me her story.”

      “Did she now? How forthcoming.”

      “Is it true?”

      “Which part?”

      “Was she abducted and sold into sex slavery?”

      I wince. That story never fails to boil my blood. “Yes.”

      “And you saved her?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      I raise my eyebrows, partly insulted by the question. “Why?”

      “What was in it for you?” she asks.

      My expression hardens. “Ah, I see. You think that a man like me would never save someone unless I had something to gain.”

      “I don’t think that; I know it.”

      “I’d appreciate it if you stopped judging me by your brother’s standards,” I tell her harshly. “I’ve told you before: we may travel in similar circles, but we are very different men.”

      “You’re both men who like control,” she points out. “Beyond that, what else matters?”

      I incline my head a notch. “True. But in different contexts.”

      She frowns. “Enlighten me.”

      “Your brother seeks control because he’s deeply insecure. Asserting his dominance over the vulnerable people in his life is the only way he can stroke his bruised ego. It’s the easiest way for him to feel like a man.”

      “And that’s not your thing?”

      “I’m not interested in controlling anyone in my life. Especially not the women. In fact, there’s no bigger turn-on than a woman who knows her own mind.”

      “Do I need to remind you that, until recently, I was chained to a bed in not one but two of your houses?”

      “You are not a part of my life,” I tell her. “You are merely… business.”

      Her jaw tightens. This time, I’m not sure what’s going through her head.

      I go on. “If I had a wife or a girlfriend, I’d have no desire to control her. The only place in which I exert dominance is… privately.”

      Her eyes go wide at the implied revelation. For a long time, she doesn’t say a word. I get the feeling she doesn’t know what to say. “Control is control no matter where you exert it,” she offers at last.

      I smile and shake my head. “You’re wrong about that,” I tell her. “Control in the bedroom is like a mutually binding contract. Sometimes unspoken, but not always.” I meet her eyes. “It happens only if both parties want it to.”

      “So if the woman you were with didn’t want to be dominated…”

      “Then I wouldn’t do it,” I say simply. “That makes all the difference, really. I may be the one in control. But you’re the one with the power.”

      She stiffens visibly, but her eyes betray her. They dilate. Noticeably.

      “I would hate it,” she says immediately. “I would never give up control like that.”

      “You’re missing the point,” I tell her. “You wouldn’t be giving up anything. You’d be… releasing yourself to yourself, not to me. It would be your choice entirely. Your choice when to start. Your choice when to stop.”

      “Sounds risky.”

      “Not if you do it right.”

      “And what does doing it right entail?”

      “Trust.”

      She considers that a moment. I didn’t intend to discuss this stuff, but we’ve somehow stumbled across the most important part of it. Trust is the only way for a dynamic like that to work. I hate that I want to explore that dynamic with her. But my desires feel all the more potent whenever I’m with Renata.

      She’s also been chained to various pieces of furniture in my presence, which hasn’t exactly helped matters.

      Two waiters arrive to collect our plates. One of them hovers beside Renata, giving her a quizzical look. “If you’re not finished, ma’am, I can come back—”

      “No,” she says, cutting him off, “I’m done. And you don’t need to bring anything else for me. I’m not eating tonight.”

      “You will bring every single course, Simon,” I order. “Whether she eats or not is her choice.”

      He nods. She glares at me, but I ignore it and the waiters clear away our plates.

      A moment later, they return with plates of shrimp and lobster tagliatelle swimming in a burnt butter sauce. The cloches are removed and Renata’s eyes pinch up as the smell of fresh seafood glazed in butter wafts to her.

      “Smells delicious, doesn’t it?”

      “You can take the plate,” she tells Simon.

      I hold up my hand. “Leave it.”

      He gives me another respectful nod and backs away from the table.

      Renata glares at me furiously. “Just stop it.”

      “Stop what?” I ask innocently.

      “The fucking games,” she hisses. “I’ve told you before, I will not eat until you give me back my freedom.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      She shakes her head with frustration. “You can pontificate all you want about how different you are from my brother, but it’s all just a lot of talk. My brother controlled every move I made. He sold me to a monster. You’ll probably do the same.”

      I know the minute she snaps her mouth shut that she’s said something she regrets saying.

      “Your brother… sold you to a monster?” I repeat.

      She definitely looks pissed at herself. “It’s not important.”

      “The look on your face says otherwise.”

      The idea of Drago Lombardi selling the woman across from me is troubling. Troubling in the sense that it’s making me feel possessive and territorial all at the same time.

      “You don’t know anything about me,” she hisses. “Don’t pretend like you do.”

      “You’re the one who brought up the topic.”

      “Just forget it, okay?”

      “Eat something and it’s water under the bridge.”

      “Fuck you.”

      I smile. “Are you offering?” I ask. “Because I might not say no.”

      The last thing I’m expecting is for her cheeks to flush with color. The blush transforms her features and makes her look young and vulnerable for a moment. It’s extremely endearing.

      “Am I embarrassing you, Renata?” I taunt.

      She looks back to the ocean as though it can save her from this conversation. “I know what you’re trying to do,” she whispers.

      “What am I trying to do?”

      “You’re trying to distract me so that you can lower my guard and take advantage of me,” she meets my gaze for a fleeting moment. “But I’m onto you, Kian O’Sullivan. Predators comes in all different shapes and sizes.”

      That fucking pisses me off. I’ll cop to being a lot of things. But a fucking predator? No, that’s not me. Never has been.

      I slam my fist down on the table so hard that the glass of water by Renata’s side falls off the edge and shatters the moment it hits the ground. “If I were anything like the predators you’ve known in your life, you’d be worse than dead right now,” I snarl.

      She rears back, and I see the fear zip across her eyes. But she recovers fast. “I’m not scared of you.”

      “And why is that?”

      She stops short, as though the answer hasn’t occurred to her.

      “Admit it, Renata,” I press. “You’ve admitted it in part already. I’ve been the face inside your head for the last twenty years. Deep down, you know I saved you that day when I killed your father.”

      She’s angry. I can tell by the tense way she’s holding herself. But the only reason she’s this angry is because I’m fucking right.

      “I’ve spent my life hating you!” she hisses, planting her hands on the table and pushing herself up onto her feet. “Don’t twist that to mean something else.”

      “And why have you spent your life hating me?” I demand.

      “Because you killed my father!”

      I wag my finger in her face and tsk. “Wrong. It’s because your brother taught you to. It’s because he’s brainwashed you into believing I’m the enemy—when he was the enemy all along.”

      She shakes her head. “No. Stop it. Get the fuck out of my head.”

      If it weren’t for the obstruction of the table between us, we’d be nose-to-nose. I’m both angry and turned on. Which seems to be my permanent state of mind whenever I’m with Renata.

      “If I’m in your head, little girl,” I snap, rising to my feet along with her, “that’s your fucking problem.”

      She stares me down, the fire blazing in her eyes. She’s about to say something. But then she changes her mind. Instead, she grips the undersides of the table. I notice her knuckles paling slightly…

      And then she flips the entire fucking thing at me.

      I recoil back in time to avoid getting hit. Food and plates and cups go everywhere. It’s a cacophony of breaking glass, splattering food, the tablecloth flopping in the wind.

      And in the midst of it all is her—those bright eyes so hot they could burn.

      We stare at each other like that for a long moment. My fury peaks—and then quickly cools into hardened diamond.

      “Guards!” I call coldly over my shoulder.

      Her eyes dart from side to side. Clearly, she hadn’t noticed the two men skulking behind the greenery on either side of the boardwalk. They emerge soundlessly and approach her from either side.

      Renata turns. “No! Get away from me. Both of you!”

      They don’t listen, of course. They work for me.

      She screams as they grab her. Her legs flail about as though independent from her body. She’s overpowered easily, but she still keeps fighting. Even as my men carry her down the boardwalk, she never stops.

      What I should be thinking is, This girl is insane. Best to dispose of her at once.

      But what I’m really thinking is…

      What will I do with her now?
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      “No! Get off me, assholes! I said no!”

      The screaming is instinctive, but once we’re at the end of the boardwalk, I give up entirely. It’s draining me fast and it isn’t making the slightest bit of difference. Both my captors look like they’re robots who aren’t affected by sound or struggle. They keep me moving until we’re back in the enormous mansion.

      Except that the staircase they lead me towards goes down, not up.

      “Wait,” I balk, my body stiffening up instantly. “Where are we going? Where are you taking me?”

      Of course, neither one answers me. It’s like they don’t even hear me. The neutral expressions on their faces are so blank that they barely look human.

      When we get to the bottom of the staircase, I realize we’re in a basement of sorts. One that’s completely devoid of the luxury of the upper floors. The floors are hard cement, and it appears the walls are, too. It feels like the temperature’s dropped by like ten degrees. I’m shivering when they toss me into a small, dark room completely devoid of distinguishing features. Four walls and no windows. Just cold stone everywhere. Basically a fucking cell.

      When the guards lock me in, the door seems to blend into the walls, making me feel like I’m in a sealed coffin. I collapse against the back wall. Shivers run down my spine as I slide to the ground, feeling the hunger and fatigue catch up to me.

      How much energy had I burned fighting with Kian? With his men? I don’t have much to spare. I don’t know how long I can go on like this, either. My stomach twists into agonizing knots. I want to throw up, but there’s nothing in me to expel and dry-heaving will only weaken me further.

      I look around, hoping that I’ve missed something my first go-around. But there’s nothing to give me the slightest bit of reprieve. Not a bed or a blanket. Not even a chair to separate my ass from the cold stinging of the cement floor.

      I pull my knees up to my chest and wrap my arms around them. I try to take low, shallow breaths. Maybe if I black out, I’ll hit my head really hard and I just won’t wake up. It would be a pathetic end, but since my current options are limited, I’m willing to take it if it’s my only way out.

      After a few more minutes, I breathe hard into my hands and rub them together. It’s comforting, so I do it again. I’m rubbing my palms together vigorously, trying to conjure a scrap of warmth, when I hear a bolt at the top of the door.

      I nearly jump out of my skin as the bolt gives way to a sliding panel that reveals Kian’s face. I try and muster up the accurate level of disgust, but I’m not sure I’m managing it.

      Nothing ever goes right for me in his presence.

      “Is this where you put every woman who pisses you off?” I scowl at him.

      “You have the power to get yourself out of this cell, you know,” he says with cool indifference.

      “And you have the power to go fuck yourself.”

      It’s a weak insult. But I’m going on nearly three days without food, so I’m not quite thinking clearly.

      “And make you jealous?” he counters. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “You’re a real piece of work.”

      “Flattery’s not going to get you out of this.”

      I scream inwardly, wishing there were something I could lob at his head. Not that it’s going to do a damn thing. But I’m just chasing a feeling here. A desire to fight back. To not be a puppet anymore.

      “What do you want from me?” I demand in frustration.

      “I’m still deciding.”

      I shake my head. “I can’t… I can’t…”

      “Can’t what?” he asks bluntly.

      I make the mistake of meeting his eyes. Even in the near-darkness, I know their color. An intense blue that makes me think of the ocean before a storm.

      “I can’t understand you,” I blurt out before I can stop myself.

      “Funny,” he says sarcastically. “I thought you had me all figured out.”

      I’m annoyed with myself for letting that slip. “Parts of you.”

      “Oh, yeah? And you want to figure out the rest of me?” he asks. The innuendo is impossible to ignore. “There are parts of me you want to get your hands on?”

      “Don’t flatter yourself.”

      “I don’t have to. You’re doing it for me.”

      “Fuck you.”

      He laughs, clearly enjoying how easily he can get to me. “Tell me, Renata: why do you even care about understanding me in the first place?”

      “I was taught that it’s important to know your enemy.”

      “Is that right?” Kian asks, more interested now. “I guess your brother was your teacher, then?”

      “In this case, he was right.”

      “Maybe. But getting to know someone can be dangerous, you know.”

      “Because you’ve done heinous things that will make me hate you worse than I do right now?”

      “No,” he says calmly. “Because you might learn that you don’t actually hate me at all.”

      Before I can respond to that, he slides the partition shut. I hear his footsteps recede before they disappear entirely.

      I stare at the spot where his face was and I feel the cold more keenly than I did before. Hugging myself a little tighter, I try to shove his words right out of my head. His voice has an echoing quality about it, though. Every time I think I’ve succeeded in drowning him out, I can hear the reverberations of what he just said to me.

      “Don’t let him get in your head,” I whisper to the cement walls.

      Problem is, he’s already in my head.

      He has been for twenty fucking years.
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      At some point, I doze off, weighed down by exhaustion and hunger. But my eyes flutter open sporadically, forced awake by discomfort or the cold.

      My dreams start twisting in and out of reality. There are moments that I feel like I’m awake when I’m really sleeping. And there are moments when I’m sleeping that feel so vivid, that I’m sure I’m awake.

      “Hello, little sister.”

      I gasp and turn my head so fast that I crack the back of it against the wall. “Drago?”

      He’s sitting in the opposite corner of the cell in the same position I am. Except he’s so shrouded in shadow that I can barely make out his features. A part of me is happy about that, though. I’m not sure seeing his face would help me here.

      “Of course it’s me,” he says with annoyance. “Who else would sacrifice everything to come and see you here?”

      “How did you get in?”

      “I have my ways,” he replies. “I have my connections.”

      “Connections,” I repeat bitterly. “Connections like Yannis Rokiades?”

      “You were a fool to run from him,” Drago snaps at me. “He could have protected you.”

      “He was going to rape me.”

      “That’s a husband’s right.”

      I shake my head in horror. “Rape is not a right,” I hiss. “It’s a crime.”

      Drago sighs. “No wonder you’ve ended up here. You’ve never known when to just stop. When to submit.”

      Angry tears prick at the corners of my eyes, but I fight them back. “Do you remember when I was a kid?” I ask him. “I was only five, but I remember. You promised me that you’d protect me.”

      “And I did.”

      “By selling me to the highest bidder?”

      “What else was I supposed to do?” he booms. “We had nothing! Kian O’Sullivan made sure of that. We survived by doing what I had to.”

      “Kian O’Sullivan wasn’t hunting us,” I point out. “He could have killed you, but he didn’t.”

      “Is that what he told you?”

      “Yes.”

      “He was lying.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because he’s a liar.”

      It takes one to know one. I think those words, but I can’t bring myself to say them. Even with his features obscured from view, I can’t stand up to him. I’ve never been able to tell Drago certain hard realities. He’s never been good with them, anyway. Denial is his lifeblood.

      “He’s a monster, Renata. You know that.”

      “Yes…” I say, but my voice feels weak. Even I don’t believe what I’m saying.

      “He killed our father. He stole my birthright. He—”

      “What if our father deserved to die?” I blurt out.

      “What?”

      I don’t know where the words have come from, but now that they’re out there, I can’t turn back. “What if Papa deserved to die?” I repeat.

      “What are you saying?” Drago asks.

      His tone is hushed. It’s the calm before the storm. Any time he’s ever hit me, his voice has gotten really quiet like this in the moments preceding the violence. I know it so well that it’s lost its unpredictability.

      “You never told me about all the things Papa was involved in. The drugs. The sex trafficking.”

      “It’s not any of your business.”

      “He was my father, too.”

      “But he was my father first,” Drago growls. “I am his son, his firstborn, his heir.”

      “Who cares?” I snap. “What does it even matter? You have nothing to inherit anymore.”

      “Because of who?” Drago demands.

      I suppress a sigh. “Because of Kian O’Sullivan.”

      “Exactly! Exactly. Because of Kian fucking O’Sullivan.”

      “You’re not going to stop until you get revenge, are you?”

      “I won’t stop until he’s dead.”

      “He won’t stop until you’re dead,” I fire back.

      “Then let the better man win.”

      The words stick in my head. Let the better man win. Who is the better man in this case? It used to be so clear and obvious. Now, for the first time in twenty years, I really don’t know.

      “Tell me, Renata: what is it about him that’s got you so transfixed?”

      I get defensive immediately. That’s the first sign that I’m in over my head. “I’m not transfixed.”

      “No?” He laughs cruelly. It’s clear he’s trying to taunt me, but for some reason, knowing that isn’t helping me control my reactions. “I’ve told you never to lie to me.”

      “I’m not lying.”

      “Liar.”

      I grit my teeth. “I watched him kill our father,” I remind Drago. “You weren’t there. I was.”

      “And yet, you kept a little memento from the murderer himself.” Drago tosses out the accusation with zeal. “Didn’t you?”

      I freeze. His words pull up the memory. The moment at my father’s wedding when Kian bent down in front of me. He tore off the sleeve of his shirt to wipe the blood from my face. Instinctively, my hand rises and touches the half-moon scar on my cheek.

      “You kept it,” he repeats.

      “H… how did you know?”

      “Does it matter?” he asks. “I know your dirty little secret.”

      “I kept it to… to remind me… of the man who murdered my father,” I try and explain, infusing as much bitterness into my voice as possible. It doesn’t come off like I expect it to. It makes sense in my head, but out in the world, it seems ridiculous. Insane.

      “More lies,” Drago hisses. “Shall I tell you why you kept it?”

      I shake my head. “You’re not supposed to be here…”

      “You kept it because you were stupid enough to believe that he was your savior,” Drago continues over my protestations. “That the fact that he didn’t kill you where you stood made him some kind of a hero.”

      “Please,” I beg. “Just… leave me alone. I want to be alone.”

      “You stupid little bitch!” Drago rails at me. “You’re pathetic. He wasn’t protecting you. You weren’t even worth killing. He just didn’t want to waste a bullet on you. That’s all it was.”

      “Stop…”

      “But now that you’ve grown tits… now that your pussy is ripe for the plucking… he’s interested in how he can use you.”

      “No…!”

      “Admit it. You want him to.”

      “Please…”

      “You dirty little whore. You—”

      “STOP!
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      I wake up with my nails digging into the hard cement, trying to claw my way out of a nightmare that still feels so fucking real.

      I look around the cell frantically, but my brother is not here.

      He never was.
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      I’m extremely aware of my body as I head to my office. Adrenaline pumps through my veins, desperate for an outlet.

      Usually, when this happens, I go out to a random club and pick a woman. I’ve had three decades of practice. By now, the sport of it has all but disappeared. It comes as naturally to me as breathing.

      She doesn’t have to have anything specific. She just needs to catch my attention. And really, there are only two things I’m really looking for when I want a woman for the night.

      She needs to be willing. She needs to be wild.

      Some nights have ended in triumph. And some nights, I’ve ended up with the wrong girl. But I’ve honed my gift over the years. I can pick out the girls who don’t have limits from the ones who have very clear boundaries drawn.

      When it comes to Renata… she’s definitely wild. There’s a sense of abandon inside her that’s desperate to break free. She just doesn’t know it yet.

      There’s no denying the sexual tension between us anymore. I’m hard around her more often than not. And considering the way she reacts to me, I’m pretty sure the feeling is mutual. But that possibility… it feels barred to us. Off-limits.

      To her, I’m the monster that murdered her father right in front of her.

      To me, she’s the five-year-old I left surrounded by a pile of dead bodies.

      And yes, there is a certain amount of guilt I associate with Renata. It has nothing to do with killing her father. It has to do with my less-than-pure thoughts about her now.

      She was a child when I first met her. How many years stand between us? Two decades.

      I’m forty-five. She’s twenty-five.

      It shouldn’t matter either way. Even if she was older, she’s still be off limits. She’s a fucking Lombardi. The enemy. The scum of the earth. But somehow, I can’t bring myself to care about that as much as I should.

      When I get to my office, I sit down behind my desk and pick up the phone on the side of the table. I dial in Phoenix’s number first. He picks up almost immediately.

      “Uncle Kian,” he says. “I was just about to call you.”

      “Anything to report?”

      “Unfortunately, no.”

      “No?” I ask, frowning. “Nothing at all?”

      “We’ve been scouring the city looking for Lombardi,” Phoenix says, and I can sense that he’s not happy about what he has to tell me next. “Nothing’s come up so far. We’ve been monitoring Italian and Greek mob connections, too. And it’s all quiet as the fucking grave. Their regular haunts seem to be empty, too. Like they all just up and left.”

      “Hm,” I growl. “That’s not good.”

      “We’re still looking—”

      “If there was something to find, you would have found something by now. Drago Lombardi didn’t just disappear.”

      “We’ll find him,” Phoenix says with the kind of steely-eyed determination that comes from youth. “I’ll find him.”

      “He’s not working alone, Phoenix.”

      “I know. Whoever’s helping him is obviously covering his tracks. So if we find them, we’ll find him, too.”

      “I’m not sure how loyal the Greeks are to Lombardi,” I admit. “Yannis may just be using Drago to leverage his support. So you need to do some digging. Try and flush out the last remaining Lombardi loyalists. There might be breadcrumbs there.”

      “You really think he has many supporters left?”

      “Not necessarily,” I explain. “But a few powerful guys in your corner can do more damage than a lot of inconsequential allies. Any news about Rokiades?”

      Phoenix hesitates for a moment. Again, I can sense his disappointment with his own report. “I’ve got men scouting around in all the Greek territories in the city,” he tells me. “There’s nothing there, either.”

      “He’s lying low for the moment. We must have really shocked him at the club. He wasn’t expecting the attack. Fuck, we nearly had him.” I stab a letter opener into the pockmarked surface of my desk. The anger at watching Yannis scurry away down that secret passageway in his club, cock dangling from his open zipper, makes me mad as hell.

      “He’ll be planning something.”

      “Undoubtedly,” I agree. “There’s a chance that the attack on the club forced the Italians and the Greeks closer together.”

      “Close enough to pose a real threat to us?”

      “I don’t know,” I admit. “It depends on how they decide to attack.”

      “Well, if it comes down to it, the Bratva has your back.”

      I smile. “I know that, Phoenix. And I appreciate it. But your father has bailed us out of enough scrapes. We’ll handle this on our own.”

      I can sense that Phoenix likes the sound of that. It can’t be easy having a living legend as a father. I can relate.

      “Maybe I should come back to the city. Handle this shit myself.”

      “No,” Phoenix barks immediately. “That’s not necessary. I’ve got this handled.”

      I pause, realizing that I actually want Phoenix to handle this—for purely selfish reasons. I want to stay here.

      “You’re sure?”

      “Absolutely. If anything new pops up, I’ll let you know.”

      “You better.”

      After I hang up, I stare out the windows that overlook the blackened ocean. I don’t know why the thought of leaving Renata weighs on me. Or maybe I do, and I just don’t want to face the truth.

      But I do need to decide what to do with her. Am I using her to draw out her brother? Or am I going to protect her like I’ve protected so many women before her?

      Is she a victim? Or is she every bit the Lombardi bastard her brother is?

      I can’t quite decide.

      But I have seen the fight in her. She’s been broken down and beaten. There’s a darkness in her past that she’s desperate to bury at any cost. She let it slip in that conversation we had in her room, but I saw the open wounds she’s still nursing.

      Sometimes, strength is just a mask to hide the scars left by the demons we can’t get rid of.

      A soft knock comes at my door. “Enter.”

      Aisling walks in and meets my eyes with a smile.

      “Sit,” I tell her, gesturing to the chair in front of my desk.

      She sits down confidently. She’s not like some of the other maids I’ve employed. She’s whip-smart, shrewd, and observant. Her talents have come in handy many times over the years. Now more so than ever.

      “Well?”

      “I just checked on her,” she answers. “She was dreaming. Screaming in her sleep, tossing around on the floor.”

      I try not to look too upset about that. I have noticed the nightmares, though. I’ve watched Renata sleep enough to know that she has them frequently. “Did you speak to her?”

      “Not this time,” Aisling says. “She seemed out of sorts when she finally did wake up. I don’t think she even noticed that I had the partition open an inch. She did…”

      I lean forward. “Did what?”

      “She did seem to think someone was in the room with her. Someone that meant her harm.”

      I consider that for a moment. Something in her past—or someone, more likely—has hurt her enough that all men are now the enemy in Renata’s eyes. Drago is the obvious culprit. But something Renata said at dinner has been circulating in my head, too. He sold me to a monster. What could that mean?

      “Did she say anything else to you when you helped her dress for dinner?” I ask, trying not to stay on track.

      “We spoke a lot,” Aisling says. It’s another reason she was perfect for the job. She engenders trust. There’s something about her that coerces people to open up a little more. “She wanted to know how I had come to work here for you.”

      “And what did you tell her?”

      “The truth. That you were the one that saved me.”

      I suppress a smile. I couldn’t have planned the conversation better myself. But I wonder how much of an impact it has had on Renata. She still seems to look at me like a… what had she called me?

      A predator.

      The insult still fucking stings. Worse, she keeps associating me with her dumbass of a brother.

      “She did seem surprised.”

      “Surprised?”

      “By what I told her about you,” she says. “Not just that you saved me, but that you’re helping me look for my husband and daughter. That you gave me a job here in the meantime.”

      “Of course she was surprised,” I say, mostly to myself. “I’ve always been the villain in her life.”

      Aisling’s jaw twitches and I catch the expression flit across her face. “What?” I ask.

      She sighs. “I told her about her father’s involvement,” she explains. “I told her about the money he pumped into them.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “You told her that?”

      Her expression turns resolute. “She deserves to know. I would have wanted to know. Especially if I were loyal to my family.”

      I search Aisling’s face for any sign that she might be a danger to Renata—or to me. But I see none. She’s as trustworthy as ever. “How did she react?”

      “She was shocked,” Aisling says. “But still in denial.”

      I nod. “I want you to develop a relationship with her,” I tell her. “Don’t overdo it, but it’ll benefit her to have someone to talk to while she’s here.”

      “Of course, Master Kian.”

      “Thank you, Aisling,” I say, dismissing her.

      She doesn’t stand immediately, though. Instead, her expression turns almost pleading. “Master Kian, have you managed to find anything about…?”

      “Not yet, Aisling,” I tell her, disappointed that I can’t give her more. “My men are still looking.”

      She bites her bottom lip. “Shouldn’t there be some record of them? A paper trail? Something?”

      “The fact that finding them has proved so difficult suggests that your husband wanted to disappear,” I tell her. “He made sure there was no trace of where they went, paper or otherwise.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “You did disappear on them,” I tell her straight. “Perhaps he was afraid of staying in one place. Perhaps he felt threatened. It could be a number of different reasons.”

      She looks down. The disappointment weighs on her shoulders.

      “Don’t you worry,” I tell her gently. “I gave you my word I’d find them, and I will. It’ll just take time.”

      She nods slowly and stands weakly to her feet. “Thank you.”

      When she leaves the office, I get up and walk towards the windows. The ocean is dark, filtered only by little pockets of waves. I’ve always loved the sea at night. The shifting darkness speaks to me.

      So many missing people out in that darkness. Drago. Aisling’s family. Countless other women who’ve been ripped from their homes by men like Giorgio Lombardi. I’ve made it my job in this world to comb through the shadows, find those women, return them where they belong. But I’m starting to think that the darkness is infecting me. Burrowing its way inside, to a place where I can’t get it back out again.

      And if the darkness swallows me up… who will come search through it for me?
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      Still wired by the events of the day, I change into sweats and head down to the beach for a run. The salt air fills my lungs as I start off jogging down the shore. The moon hangs precariously in the sky, partially hidden by a bunch of grey-blue clouds.

      I consider wading out and swimming until my muscles burn. The waves are strong, but then, I’m a strong swimmer. I decide not to, though. Not tonight.

      Tonight, my mind is too distracted by the dark-haired beauty lying on the cold floor of my basement cell.

      I’m not entirely comfortable leaving her there. But a lesson needs to be taught. I have to meet her fire with strength. Otherwise, she’ll never respect me. Her stubbornness is as irritating as it is impressive.

      My cock stiffens slightly, despite the bite in the air. I should leave her in the fucking cell for a few more days until she starts begging for food. I should stay away from her. Make her feel as though I’ve forgotten her entirely.

      But I’m not sure my will is that strong.

      In the end, I cut my jog short and head back into the house. The plan is to go straight to bed and get some much-needed sleep, but I find myself changing course and heading down to the basement instead.

      I don’t know why, but the woman calls to me like a fucking siren.

      There was only one woman I’ve spent significant time and energy on in the past. One woman. And even that had not felt like this.

      All is quiet when I enter the cold basement. I walk over to her cell and slide the partition open. It takes my eyes a moment to adjust to the light, but then I see her. She’s curled up in one corner of the cell. Resting her head on her hands with her knees drawn up into a fetal position. She’s still wearing the sheer nude dress I’d picked for her. It doesn’t exactly provide very much coverage.

      Every so often, her body shivers as though there’s an independent breeze fluttering around her cell. Her eyelashes flutter slightly and I realize she’s probably dreaming again.

      I’ve been plagued by dreams for most of my life. I know firsthand how unwelcome they can be.

      I clench my jaw. I should leave her here for a few more days. If she were anyone else, I would. But there’s just something about this fucking woman.

      I can’t stay away.

      I can’t resist.

      Even when I can feel the danger hurtling towards us both.
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      I twist around. My bones don’t hit the hard, cold surface I’m expecting. Instead, I land on something that’s still got some resistance, but is incredibly soft.

      That’s when the smell hits me. The mouth-watering smell of savory, fried food. Oh God. The hunger’s finally starting to affect my head.

      Then I hear a sound, a scraping noise like nails on a chalkboard. And a cough. My eyes fly open and I sit up fast.

      There’s a short table placed about two feet away from me. It’s full to the brim, absolutely groaning with as much food as I’ve ever seen in one place.

      Pizza with gooey, melted cheese and thick-cut pepperonis. Burgers dripping ketchup and grease. Noodles in a red broth with shrimp floating on top. A plate bearing the biggest piece of frosted chocolate cake I’ve ever seen.

      I blink, but the food doesn’t dissolve like I expect it to.

      Clearly, I’m hallucinating. Which doesn’t trouble me as much as the fact that the hallucination refuses to budge.

      “How about some dumplings?”

      I gasp and turn my head away from the table to find Kian sitting in a chair in the corner of the room. He stands and drags his chair closer to me.

      I look down, realizing that I’m lying on a thick blanket. And I’ve been covered over with a second one.

      When Kian sits down again, he stretches out comfortably and pushes the plate he’s holding in my face. “Pork dumplings,” he tells me. “Best I’ve ever had.”

      “I’m not dreaming?”

      “I can see why you’d assume that, given that I’m here,” he says, “looking the way I always do. But no, it’s not a dream.”

      I try to glare at him, but the food is messing with my head. I can’t seem to muster up enough energy even for anger. “You’re an asshole.”

      “So you’ve said,” he replies with a shrug. “Multiple times. But you only think that because you don’t really know me.”

      “So then tell me, eh?” I snap. “Tell me who you are.”

      He cocks his head to the side as though I’ve asked him the one question he was hoping for. “Maybe eventually,” he says with a shrug. “When you’re in a more receptive frame of mind. And after I get what I want.”

      “What is it that you want?” I ask suspiciously, trying very hard not to look at the food in front of me. Those burgers look so damn good. The chicken looks like it’s been fried twice. My stomach rumbles.

      “Simple,” Kian replies. “You can ask me any question you want and I’ll answer honestly.”

      “What’s the catch?”

      “You have to eat.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Seriously?”

      “Quite seriously,” he says without the faintest trace of humor.

      “You’ll honestly answer any question I ask if I just eat?”

      “That’s right.”

      His condition might almost be construed as concern. To someone who didn’t know any better, at least. But I do know better.

      I glance towards the table and then back at him. He’s still given no indication that he’s joking. And I realize that my will is crumbling quickly. I’m not sure if it’s delirium or not, but it feels like a fair trade to me. I get to fill my aching belly and I also get some straight answers from the man I’ve spent my life orbiting around.

      Of course, he might just renege on the deal. Or maybe he’ll just lie to me. But, as I look at the gorgeous bowl of creamy pasta sitting next to the pizza, I decide it’s a risk worth taking.

      “Fine.”

      Kian gives me a smile so deadly that I feel my heartbeat falter slightly. I look away immediately as he sits up a little straighter.

      “Where would you like to start?” He gestures towards the feast between us.

      I glance at the table, feeling a little bit like a kid on Christmas morning. I want to tear open every single present in front of me, but I want to savor it all, too. “The burger,” I decide.

      “Good choice,” Kian says with a nod. “Have at it.”

      I hate that my fingers tremble as I reach for the monstrous burger. I have to readjust my position to reach it. But before I can, Kian beats me to the punch. He takes the burger, pops it on an empty plate and hands it over to me.

      “Thanks,” I murmur grudgingly.

      He answers only with another deadly smile. Maybe I’ll do better if I just don’t look directly at him.

      I’m about to take a bite of the burger when I stop myself just in time. Just because I’ve agreed to this doesn’t mean I need to play right into his hands so easily.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks, noticing my hesitation.

      “Answer a question for me first.”

      His smile gets wider. “You should have been the Lombardi heir,” he says. “Much better at the negotiating table.”

      I blush at the oddly endearing compliment.

      “Anyway,” he says. “Go ahead. The floor is yours. Ask away.”

      “And you’ll answer honestly?”

      “I’ve already told you I will,” he says. “I don’t lie.”

      “All men lie.”

      “All the men you know lie,” he snaps. “I’m not like them.”

      I decide not to argue with him. I’m wasting time and delaying the moment when I can finally devour the beautiful piece of meat in front of me.

      “Okay, first question,” I start, realizing I barely know where to begin. “Uh… well, give me a minute.”

      He laughs. The sound makes me feel surprisingly light. “By all means, take your time.”

      I look down at my burger longingly.

      “You sure you don’t want a bite first?” he asks with a slight edge of a tease in his voice. “It might help you focus better.”

      “I’m fine,” I retort. “I just need a minute.”

      He holds up his hands like I’ve got a gun pointed at him.

      There is something I’ve wondered about over the past several years. It’s not a particularly pressing question, but I feel the need to ask anyway. “What were you thinking the day we… met?” I ask tentatively. “When you saw me standing there? Do you even remember?”

      I expect a shrug or a smirk. Something that’ll indicate that the memory was and is inconsequential to him.

      But the expression on his face is sober. Solemn.

      “Of course I remember,” he whispers. “I remember everything. You were standing there in your little flower girl dress, smattered with blood. I was thinking you were too young to have seen so much violence, so much death. But I was also thinking that maybe, you’d have a chance. Your father was not a good man, Renata.”

      I flinch back, but I don’t say anything.

      “If he’d lived, he would have used you.”

      “It didn’t matter in the end,” I say softly. “My brother used me anyway.”

      Kian’s face flushes with regret. “I was advised to kill your brother. He was the Lombardi male heir.”

      “Another don would have killed him,” I point out.

      “But I wasn’t really thinking like a don at the time,” he explains. “I was thinking like… well, like me.”

      I frown, noticing the conflict that still rages across his features.

      “He was fifteen,” he says softly. “Everyone considered him a threat.”

      “But you didn’t?”

      “I thought it sent the wrong message,” he tells me. “Killing children to try and make a declaration of power felt… counterproductive.”

      I remember what Aisling had told me about Kian. According to her, he’s freed dozens and dozens of women from the bondages of sexual slavery. I’ve been told he was a monster for most of my life.

      But what if I’d been lied to?

      I take a bite of my burger and chew as I mull over my next few questions. I won’t deny that everything about him fascinates me. He seems like such a contradiction.

      A mobster with morals. A wicked man who saves innocent women. A devil with an angel’s eyes.

      With every bite, I feel the energy return to my worn body. But it’s more than that. I feel almost euphoric. And that gives me a heady sense of bravery. Though it could just as easily be recklessness.

      “Have you ever been married?” I blurt out.

      He raises his eyebrows. “You’re curious about that?”

      “Just answer the question,” I mutter, avoiding his eyes as I focus on my burger.

      He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “No, I’ve never been married,” he says carefully. “Nor have I ever wanted to be.”

      Something inside me twists, and I can’t for the life of me explain that reaction. So I decide to just ignore it altogether. I put the remaining half of the burger down and reach for the dumplings. They smell so good that I can’t resist.

      “Why not?” I ask. “Do you have anything to drink, by the way?”

      He smirks as he passes over two bottles, one of water and one of soda. Once I’ve drained half the water bottle, I bite into a juicy pork dumpling. “Damn,” I breathe, really letting loose as the savory smoky taste of pork fills my tongue.

      Kian chuckles. “What did I tell you?”

      “You were right,” I sigh. “These are amazing.”

      It’s weird—I can feel his laugh inside me. Like we’re connected somehow. Like something between us fused together the day we first met twenty years ago.

      Jesus, the food is really going to my head.

      But nothing on earth can make me stop eating now. I take another bite of dumpling and look at Kian pointedly.

      “You haven’t answered my question,” I remind him.

      “I was kind of distracted.”

      “You’ve never seen a woman eat before?”

      “Not quite like you, no.”

      “So you’ve never starved any of your other captives?”

      The severity of his glare is softened by the smile on his face. “I don’t starve my captives at all. You’re the one who decided to go on a hunger strike. Or did you forget that little detail?”

      “Shut up and pass me the noodles.”

      He suppresses a smile and passes the bright blue bowl. The smell wafts up to my nostrils and I breathe it in.

      “There’s nothing better than food.”

      “Except sex,” Kian corrects.

      I frown. “Not in my experience.”

      “Then you haven’t been doing it right.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Or maybe sex doesn’t really factor into my life.”

      He shakes his head sadly. “That’s a pity,” he says. “Sex can be transformative.”

      “Can it?” I ask sarcastically.

      “It is the most natural thing we can do with our bodies. It’s a connector, a form of wordless communication. An experience that can be wholly freeing. If you do it right.”

      I feel my muscles tense. But it’s not discomfort, it feels almost like… anticipation. “Yeah, well, I’ve never felt that before. Not even close.”

      “You should try it sometime,” he says without a trace of innuendo.

      “Guess I’ll have to find the right man.”

      “Good luck.”

      I search his eyes for a spark of something, but there’s nothing. He’s not trying to goad or embarrass me. He’s just answering my questions.

      “Are you trying to duck out on answering me?” I venture.

      He smiles. “Ask again. I’ve forgotten it.”

      “Why have you never wanted to get married?”

      He’s silent for a few seconds, as though he’s mulling over the answer. “Marriage has never appealed to me. The idea of being with one woman for the rest of my life seems… limiting.”

      I frown. “You don’t seem like a man who cares about limits.”

      “Meaning what?” he asks rhetorically. “Because I’m okay with murder, you assume infidelity would be nothing for me?”

      “In a word, yes.”

      He gives me a long-suffering sigh. “Did it ever cross your mind that the men I kill, I kill for a reason?” he asks. “I don’t just go around killing people to make a point. Only those who deserve to die.”

      “But who are you to make that call?”

      “No one,” he responds immediately. “But I have the power and the will to see things through. I’ve saved hundreds of women and young girls from abuse and rape. The average man would not be able to do that. Because he doesn’t have the resources or the stomach to do what needs to be done. Sometimes…”

      “Sometimes what?”

      He fixes me with a skewering stare. It’s equal parts sad and defiant. And when he speaks, his voice is a harsh, mournful rasp that makes the hair on my arms stand on end. “Sometimes, if you want to kill a monster, you need to become one yourself.”

      His words ring in the silence. So much meaning packed into them that I don’t even know where to start.

      I frown. “Aisling told me about my father’s… investments,” I say quietly. “Is it true?”

      “It’s true,” he replies without hesitation. “He was a monster I needed to put down. I have no regrets.”

      I nod. “Okay…”

      “Okay?”

      I don’t clarify what I mean. If he’s looking for absolution, I’m not sure I’m the person to give it to him. But honestly, I don’t think he’s looking for absolution at all.

      “So what do you consider yourself?” I ask. “A villain with a cause? An antihero?”

      “Just a man,” he says firmly. “I’ve made decisions in my life. Some have paid off and others haven’t. I don’t consider myself a hero or a villain. I’m neither. You see in me what you want to see. Aisling sees me as a hero. You see me as a villain. My niece sees me as a superhero with funny jokes. My father sees me as a disappointment. It all depends on your perspective. Although I tend to think my niece is the most correct.”

      I take that in. Drawn into Kian’s world, his head. Every word he speaks snips another thread in the tapestry of him my brother spent years weaving.

      In some ways, he’s exactly what Drago always accused him of being—cruel, unyielding, dominant.

      But in so many other ways, he’s the exact opposite. He thinks. He cares. Maybe he even loves.

      That last one intrigues me the most.

      “Have you ever been in love?”

      He pauses and looks at me for a while. Then his eyes drift off somewhere into the shadows above. “There was a woman once,” he admits. “A few years ago. We weren’t together for very long, but it was the closest I came to considering a commitment.”

      “What happened?”

      “She left.” His voice is curt. The message is clear—Don’t ask anything else.

      I shudder at the way he can communicate so much without speaking a word. Redirecting my attention to the food, I take a bite of the cake. I can’t help but moan in pleasure. It’s the most sinfully delicious thing I’ve ever put in my mouth.

      “Dear Lord,” I sigh, looking down at it.

      “Good?”

      “Amazing,” I reply with a fervent nod. “Best cake I’ve ever eaten.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Sorry, what we were even talking about?”

      He laughs. “If you don’t remember, I’m not going to remind you.”

      I glare at him and take another bite of the cake. I decide to focus on eating for a few minutes. Kian just watches me silently. Only when half the cake is gone and my sweet tooth has been satisfied do I recall what my next question is.

      “Why did she leave you?”

      His jaw tightens a little. He tried to put up a boundary here. But I think the fact that I charged forward anyway startled him a little bit. Or maybe impressed him—I’m not sure which. Either way, he’s clearly weighing whether or not to answer.

      In the end, he sighs. “Because I was too much for her.”

      I frown. “What does that mean?”

      “Exactly that,” he replies evasively. “I was too… extreme for her. I scared her.”

      “I can’t say I blame her.”

      “Does that mean I scare you?”

      “I’m the one asking the questions,” I quip.

      He chuckles under his breath.

      “You mentioned something before…” I say, changing the subject. “You said your father sees you as a disappointment.”

      “Because he does.”

      “Why?”

      Kian shrugs. “I was his third choice,” he says. “My two older brothers left the family. I was the last son standing. Da groomed me to be the next O’Sullivan clan leader. But I don’t think I ever rose to his expectations. Every time he looked at me, I could tell he was wishing I was Sean or Cillian.”

      “But you are a don now,” I point out. “In your own right.”

      “That’s the point. I didn’t really want to be don at all. Da could see that. That’s why he was so disappointed. For him, there is no greater shame than a son who doesn’t want to carry on the family legacy. I may be a don now, but he knows if I had a choice, I wouldn’t be in command at all.”

      “You’re telling me you’d rather follow orders?” I ask. “I don’t buy that for a second.”

      I smile. “Maybe you’re right. I want all the power, but none of the responsibility.”

      “Sounds pretty selfish.”

      “Yeah, well, I can be a selfish prick sometimes. Sue me.”

      That makes me smile. Our eyes meet and a tiny spark flies between us. It catches me off guard for a second, and I drop my gaze instantly. “I noticed the portrait in your penthouse,” I tell him. “You look like a picture-perfect family.”

      He snorts. “We’re nowhere close to perfect. But at the end of the day, we’ve got each other’s backs. That counts for something, I suppose.”

      I feel a squeeze of jealousy hearing him say those words. “Must be nice.”

      He smiles. “The family drama is endless.”

      “Strangely, that sounds nice, too.”

      “If you noticed the portrait, then you’ll have noticed the drawings, too?”

      “I did.”

      “All created by my sister-in-law,” he tells me. “She’s the beautiful redhead standing next to the douche with blonde hair.”

      I can’t help but smile at his descriptors. “She’s very talented.”

      “She is,” he agrees. “And she also happens to be the best person in the world.”

      “In the world, huh?”

      “That’s one thing this family is good at: marrying up.”

      “Sounds like you love her.”

      “Her, my nieces and nephews, my brothers when they manage to pull their heads out of their asses. My parents, too. But mostly from a distance.”

      I snort with laughter and he joins in.

      I’d hoped to learn something about Kian that I can exploit later. But all this conversation has done is humanized him in my eyes.

      And now, with a little perspective, I can’t but help think that this was the plan all along.

      Which leaves me with one simple, burning question: Why?
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      The cell door clicks open. I expect to see Kian standing in the doorway, blocking the light with his tall frame. But instead, Aisling walks in.

      Ignoring the disappointment pooling in my gut, I get to my feet unsteadily.

      “Good morning, Miss Renata.”

      “Renata is fine,” I tell her instantly.

      “As you wish,” she says with a smile. “I’ve come to take you back up to your room.”

      “My room?”

      “Master Kian says it is no longer necessary for you to be confined to the cell,” she explains. “You have freedom of the house now.”

      I blink at her. “Say that again.”

      “You’re free to go where you want,” she says. “Just so long as it’s within the confines of the mansion. It’s a big mansion, though.”

      “He’s really releasing me from here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      She raises her eyebrows. “You’d have to ask him, Renata.”

      “Right… Well, okay then.”

      “Shall I walk you back to your room?”

      “Yes, please.”

      We head out of the cell together. It takes me awhile to adjust to the blinding light that hits me from all angles the moment we leave the basement. We walk into my room and Aisling shuts the door behind us.

      “How about a shower?” she offers.

      I can’t stop the sigh from escaping my lips. “Nothing sounds better.”

      “I’ll prepare—”

      “I can shower by myself, thank you,” I tell her firmly. “But I would like you to stay. Maybe you can show me around the house when I’m done?”

      She looks happy with that proposition. “I’d like that, Renata.”

      I give her a parting nod and step into the bathroom. After almost two days in a cell in the basement, everything feels doubly luxurious. I bypass the massive tub and head straight into the shower.

      I end up in there longer than I’d planned, soaking up the hot water and trying to ignore the maelstrom of thoughts in my head. But I can’t bring myself to be sorry when I emerge twenty minutes later, feeling clean and vibrant.

      I towel myself off, blow-dry my hair, and slip on the fluffy white robe hanging on the wall next to the door. When I walk back into the room, Aisling is standing by the window, gazing out at the ocean below.

      “Master Kian had a selection of clothes brought up for you,” she tells me, walking straight to the wardrobe and opening it up for me.

      I expect a few choices. Maybe a pair of pants and a couple of t-shirts. But what I have is a full-scale wardrobe. Pants, jeans, skirts, dresses. T-shirts for casual wear and a variety of different blouses that range from business chic to just downright expensive.

      I look down and notice there are at least a dozen pairs of shoes staring back at me. I bypass the heels and bend down to pick up the shiny pair of Nikes in the corner.

      “He brought all these for me?” I ask, incredulous.

      “Master Kian is extremely generous,” Aisling says. But then, she’s biased.

      I put away my shocked expression and set the sneakers back down. Then I pick out a pair of soft blue jeans and a fitted black tank top. Everything is exactly my size. I decide not to think about what that might mean.

      Once I’m dressed, Aisling and I venture through the house. She explains each room to me as we pass by it. Sometimes, we walk in and take a closer look around, but mostly, we just walk past and gander.

      She’s right. The mansion is huge. I can’t help but feel intimidated by the sheer size of it. I’ve never stayed anywhere this big or luxurious before. My whole life has been spent on the run. Never more than a few months at any one place. Not that any of our homes were worth lingering in.

      “How many bedrooms does this place have?”

      “Fourteen,” Aisling replies. “But that includes the staff quarters.”

      I raise my eyebrows, but decide not to comment.

      “There’s also a tennis court, a basketball court and a swimming pool,” she adds.

      “Is that all?” I say with a laugh. “What a dump.”

      “There’s a cinema on the second floor if you ever want to watch a movie.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      She nods with a bright-eyed smile that makes her youth all the more prominent. “It’s even got a popcorn machine and a vending machine that serves chocolate bars.”

      I shake my head. “Somehow, I can’t picture Kian using that room at all.”

      She gives me a strange look. “Actually, he spent most of last summer in that room,” she tells me.

      “Really?”

      Aisling nods. “His niece came from Ireland to visit him. He likes to spend quality time with her.”

      The more I learn about Kian, the harder it is for me to hate him. Is this the reason he’s given me freedom of the mansion? To keep peeling back the image of him I have in my head?

      “He’s close to her, huh?”

      “Very,” Aisling replies.

      “How old is she?”

      “About twenty now, I’d say.”

      I raise my eyebrows, stunned by that piece of information. When Aisling had mentioned a niece, I’d been imagining younger kids. Definitely pre-pubescent. But she’s only five years younger than I am. The age gap between Kian and me does weird things to the butterflies in my stomach.

      “Can I ask you something?” I ask, wondering if I should risk it at all.

      “Of course, Renata.”

      “I can trust you, can’t I?”

      “Of course,” she says. Her smile is so genuine that I actually believe her.

      “Kian told me that he was involved with a woman a few years ago. Would you happen to know anything about that?”

      She frowns a little. “I’m afraid that was before my time here,” she says. For a second, I’m not sure if I should believe her.

      “Oh. Right.”

      So far, I haven’t been able to sniff out a single lie that Kian told me. Which suggests that maybe actually did tell me the truth.

      Another point in his favor. Another hurdle in my quest to continue hating him.
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      An hour later and Aisling is still showing me around the house. It’s stunningly beautiful and the interior design is pitch-perfect.

      “Did he have anything to do with the decorating?”

      Aisling chuckles. “I’m not sure,” she admits. “I doubt it, though. His sisters-in-law both love this kind of thing. He probably asked for their help.”

      The fact that he seems to have such a good relationship with his family is another thing I feel tentatively jealous about. It’s so foreign to me.

      As we’re passing through to the kitchen, I notice a large black door that stands out from the rest of the interior. It’s so obvious that it’s impossible not to notice.

      “Where does that lead?” I wonder out loud.

      “Oh, that? I’m not sure.”

      I turn to her in surprise. “You’re not sure?” I repeat. “But you’ve worked here a while, haven’t you?”

      She looks down for a moment. “Well, that wing has always been closed off to everyone but Master Kian,” she tells me. “No one’s allowed there but him.”

      I look at the door with renewed interest. “And you don’t have the faintest clue what’s in there?”

      “No.”

      “Aren’t you curious?”

      She gives me a guilty smile. “Maybe a little. But Master Kian is entitled to his privacy. As we all are.”

      “That was a wonderfully diplomatic answer,” I say, shooting her an accusing glare. “You should run for office. Any thoughts?”

      “Thoughts?”

      “On what’s lurking behind this door.” I move closer to the frame and peer around the edges.

      Aisling stiffens instantly. “Um, no. Renata, we really should finish the rest of the tour. There are much more interesting things to see.”

      She’s clearly trying to pull my attention away from the black door, but I’m transfixed now. I grab the handle and try to pull it open, but it refuses to budge. Not that I expected it to, but still, worth a try.

      “Renata!”

      I smirk. “What? Turns out I’m nosy.”

      “What’s behind that door isn’t any of our business,” she says harshly.

      I suppress my smile and sigh dramatically. “Fine, fine. Let’s move on.”

      Breathing with relief, Aisling leads me towards the kitchen to finish up our tour. I chance a backward glance at the black door, determined to do some sleuthing of my own once Aisling is otherwise engaged.

      There are secrets and lies somewhere in Kian’s world. I just might have to look a little harder than I expected.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It takes me a full two hours after that to get rid of her. Not that I try very hard. Aisling is actually very sweet and easy to talk to. But now that I’ve seen the black door, now that I know it’s off limits, I have to find out what’s behind it.

      No man with nothing to hide has a secret wing in his massive mansion that only he can access. A part of me feels almost euphoric. I knew Kian O’Sullivan has skeletons in his closet.

      I just hope for my sake that they’re not literal skeletons.

      Once we’re finished looking through the massive grounds, Aisling excuses herself to go complete her chores. “You sure you’ll be alright?” she asks.

      “Definitely,” I promise, very aware that we haven’t bumped into Kian even once since starting the tour. “I think I’ll just pop on one of my new swimsuits and take a swim.”

      She smiles. “Very well. Have fun.”

      The moment she disappears into the house, I head in there myself. I pretend to go towards my room, then double back to the black door after making sure that I’m not being followed.

      When I get to the black door, I start snooping around, looking for anything that might help me enter.

      Half an hour later, I’m tired and defeated.

      Apparently, the secrets behind the black door are barred to me.

      I follow the wall of the black door into the room right next to it. It’s an unassumingly small space, filled with nothing remarkable, except for a long tapestry that feels like it belongs in a medieval castle rather than a Hamptons mansion.

      I move closer and admire the intricate detail that’s gone into creating the massive stone castle at the focal point of the artwork. I reach out tentatively and run my fingers down the thick material.

      It’s definitely beautiful. It just strikes me as strange.

      This tapestry feels like something that should be given a more prominent space in the house. Instead, it’s been tucked away in this rather boring little room that doesn’t seem to serve a purpose. Apart from a large carpet and a few paintings on the wall, there’s nothing else here.

      I look closer at the tapestry, and that’s when I notice that the bottom isn’t fixed to the wall. Instead, it hangs loose, allowing me to pull it away from the wall entirely.

      Something pinches at the back of my mind.

      I act on instinct and pull up the tapestry.

      “Fuck,” I breathe.

      There’s a door just underneath. Could it be…?

      Holding my breath, I try twisting the small silver knob. Victory. It clicks open without a fuss.

      “Yes,” I hiss. “Let’s see what secrets you’re hiding, Kian O’Sullivan.”
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      Quickly, I slip through the door and shut it behind me before anyone can notice. When I turn, I realize I’m standing in a stairwell. There’s a door adjacent to the one I just walked through and I know for certain it’s the other side of the locked black door.

      The staircase in the center is a neat spiral that descends downwards. It’s all very ominous. But I’m more excited than I am scared.

      I head down the spiral staircase, taking care to watch my step and tread as lightly as possible. The stairs seem to go on forever and the black walls on either side form a large tube that’s deeply claustrophobic. By the time I start to notice light again, the panic has set in. What have I just walked into?

      When I finally get to the bottom, I step onto carpeted floor and look out into the expansive space that’s hidden in the depths of the mansion.

      It takes a moment for me to process what I’m seeing.

      “Oh my God,” I breathe, my eyes darting from one side of the space to the other.

      At first, I think I’ve entered into a weapons vault or something like that.

      I notice a collection of handcuffs. A whip in the corner. A metallic collar.

      And then it occurs to me.

      This is not a weapons vault. It’s a sex dungeon.

      Goosepimples erupt on my skin, but I’m not sure I have a handle on my own reaction. Am I scared? Disgusted? Excited? Curious? Intrigued?

      I don’t know. All I know is that what I’ve stumbled across—well, no, I haven’t actually stumbled across anything. I’ve actively tried to break into this room.

      The room no one is allowed to enter… Except for Kian.

      The thought of him finding me has my legs feeling like lead. I’m about to turn and flee when I hear something. What the fuck was that?

      It’s probably my imagination, but I swear I heard a sound. The subtle click of a trap slamming shut.

      I’ve got to get the fuck out of here. Abandoning my desire to look around, I turn towards the staircase.

      And I freeze.

      My heart feels like it’s turning to putty. The tall man standing in front of the staircase observes me with malevolent eyes.

      “Leaving so soon?” Kian snarls.
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      She stares at me like a doe caught in the headlights. Her amber eyes are drenched in fear, but I can still see the curiosity there.

      I raise my eyebrows and wait for her to say something. She looks around uncomfortably, and even though she shuffles on her feet, she never actually goes anywhere. “I… I…”

      “You what?” I ask dangerously.

      I take a step forward. She stiffens. “I… don’t know.”

      “You found the entrance behind the tapestry.” I press. I already know the answer. But I want to see her squirm.

      “Yes.”

      “You were searching for it.” It’s not a question.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      She glances up at me, surprise wrinkling her brow. “You have a black door that’s barred from everyone in the mansion but you. What did you expect me to do?”

      “Respect my privacy, perhaps.”

      She snorts “You haven’t respected mine,” she responds, the fight pulsing back into her body. “Why should I do that for you?”

      I laugh. “Touché.”

      She seems surprised by my response. Her jaw snaps shut as though she’s forgotten what she was about to say.

      “Do you know what this place is?” I ask, moving closer to her.

      I still leave a wide berth of space between us, but she seems less tense now that it’s clear I’m not going to fly into a rage. Yet.

      “I think so,” she says with a tentative nod.

      “And you know what happens here?”

      She nods and swallows hard. “No wonder you’re so into control,” she rasps. From the expression on her face, I can tell she didn’t intend to say that out loud.

      “I do like control,” I admit. “But you haven’t been listening to me. Control isn’t what you think it is. You still think control is what your brother does to you.”

      She looks around. “All these… things… say otherwise. This stuff says you like to hurt people who can’t say no.”

      “You badly misunderstand what happens here, then.”

      “Then explain it to me.” She pales slightly.

      And I’ll admit, it’s a bold proposal. Especially given who I am. Who she is. But I’m gratified to see she doesn’t shy away from it. The girl has fire in her. I’ve seen it from the start.

      “I don’t know if you’re ready for that.”

      She starts to answer, then pauses and reconsiders. “Maybe you’re right. I… I don’t know enough. I’m still not sure if I should hear out your explanation or run screaming for the hills.”

      “The choice is yours, Renata.”

      She shivers when I say her name. I understand that—I feel something when I say it, too. Something deep and hot and powerful surging through me.

      She nods a few times in a row, like she’s amping herself up for whatever happens next. “Okay,” she whispers. “I want to know. Tell me what this is.”

      “This is The Room,” I say simply.

      “You bring women here?”

      “If they’re ready for it, yes.”

      “How do you know if they’re ready?”

      I pause. It’s a good question. One I should’ve asked myself a long time ago. “For starters, they have to understand how it works here.”

      She fidgets in place, gazing around at the things hanging from the walls. Straps, toys, leather harnesses suspended on hooks in the ceiling. “You’re in control, I’m guessing?”

      “No.” I step closer to her. She flinches again, but she stays where she is. Once again, I admire her bravery.

      “Then who is?”

      “They are. You are, if you choose to be.”

      She shakes her head. “I’m confused. That’s not how I thought it went.”

      “That’s because you still believe that control means you get to tell others what to do.”

      “It’s not?”

      “It is—on the surface. But it’s far more than that underneath. When your brother hits you, when he brainwashes you, do you think he’s controlling you?”

      She starts to nod, but then she hesitates. It’s a trick question and she knows it. “Well…”

      “Wrong, Renata. You’re in charge. You always have been. Because you decide whether or not to accept those reins. Those commands.”

      She shivers, despite the fact that it’s warm down here. “I’ve said no again and again in my life,” she whispers. “It hasn’t made a damn bit of difference.”

      Her tone is soaked with sorrow. There’s a story somewhere that she hasn’t told me—not completely. She hinted at it earlier. But down in this room, reality doesn’t feel quite real. It’s more like a dream. And the truth feels a little less jagged, a little less frightening. In The Room, we can confront our own darkness.

      “Tell me,” I whisper. I’m close enough to touch her now and I want to, so fucking badly. But I have to wait. Wait until the moment is right. Wait until she understands.

      “I told him no so many times. It didn’t stop him. Not even once.”

      “Drago?”

      “No,” she says in a voice so low I have to strain to hear it. “Worse.”

      “Tell me,” I urge again. “I’m listening.”

      Her eyes find mine in the near-darkness. They’re full of unshed tears and she’s shaking from head to toe. I can’t resist it anymore—I reach out and lay a hand on her neck.

      She flinches from the contact at first. But then she sighs and settles against it. It’s like she’s drawing strength from it.

      “I was married once, you know,” she says in a tiny whisper.

      “Married?”

      She nods slowly. “This is the first time I’ve ever let myself say that out loud. I tried to bury all my memories of it a long time ago. But it turns out that what’s buried doesn’t stay that way for long.”

      “Who was he?”

      “He was a nightmare,” she says simply. “A biker. His name was Logan. He ran with a crew—the Smoking Reapers Motorcycle Club—that ferried drugs and women up and down the coast. They were… They were bad men, Kian.”

      I see where she’s going before she even says it. “But Drago thought they would help him.”

      She sniffles and nods. “He thought, Fight fire with fire, you know? He thought bad men like them would help kill a bad man like you.”

      “And you were his bargaining chip?”

      “Worse. I was his sacrificial lamb. He threw me in Logan’s lap and… and…”

      I run a thumb across her tear-stained cheek. “You don’t have to say this,” I whisper fiercely. “You don’t have to re-live it.”

      Renata shakes her head. “No. I need to. It feels… it feels important, for some reason. I don’t know why, but it does.”

      I draw in a slow, shuddering breath. Her face is hot beneath my palm. We’re locked together, so close our breath is mingling between us. The dim lights glint off the metal and leather on all sides. When it catches her eyes, they sparkle like stars.

      “I was young. Naïve. I thought Drago had my best interests at heart. But my wedding night was a rude awakening. He was… rough. He wanted to hurt me. And it did, Kian. It hurt me so fucking bad. He…”

      She stops short. The words are too painful to speak. “He broke me,” she says at last.

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “No, he didn’t.” She looks up at me in confusion and I press on. “You’re not broken. You’ve fought me at every turn. Even when the odds were against you. If anything, what happened only made you stronger.”

      She gives me a sad, tentative smile, though I can tell she doesn’t mean it. “I can’t believe I just told you that.”

      “Why did you?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe I’m sick of trying to hide from my own thoughts,” she admits. “Maybe… I want you to understand me the way I’m trying to understand you.”

      She looks down between her feet as though she’s revealed something excessively, embarrassingly personal. The air is fragile with tension. Like it might shatter at any moment.

      “I can’t save you, Renata,” I whisper. “And you sure as hell can’t save me.”

      “Save you from what?”

      “You’re not the only one with demons.”

      She reaches out and rests her fingertips on my forearm. So light and graceful that I can barely sense it.

      “What happened?” she asks.

      “This place happened.”

      “The Room?”

      “Yes.”

      “You brought someone here,” she guesses.

      I nod. “Yes.” I can feel the enormity of the story pressing up in my throat. Begging to be told. To be shown the light so I can purge it from me.

      But it’s too big. Too painful. Too many sharp edges to cut myself on.

      “Do you know what happened after I was married?” Renata asks.

      I meet her gaze.

      “Drago realized quickly that Logan had no interest in a real alliance. He played us both. And Drago, God help him… he came to save me. He pulled all his allies together, called in every favor he could, and he stormed the clubhouse. Killed them all. Burned it to the ground.”

      I recoil, surprised that he would do that for her.

      “I was chained in the basement of the clubhouse. They pulled me out of the wreckage. And when I woke up, there was my brother—my guardian angel, I thought. I wanted to thank him for rescuing me from that nightmare. But before I could, he slapped me across the face and told me to stop crying or he’d find another biker in need of a wife. And I realized something: the nightmare wasn’t over. It’ll never be over.”

      My chest aches. She’s been through so much in her life. She’s lost all hope. Getting battered by evil men again and again has drained almost every drop of fire from her.

      But not all of it. There’s hope in there. There’s still a spark.

      I just have to make her see it.

      “When I get my hands on your brother,” I snarl. “I’m going to make him regret every single time he put his hands on you.”

      Her eyes go wide, as though she can’t quite believe my reaction. “Why do you even care?”

      I glare at her. “Because I’m no monster. And I think you know that.”

      She holds my gaze for a few seconds. Then she nods. “I think I’m starting to.”

      I hesitate for a moment longer. Then I sigh and say what I haven’t said in almost fifteen years. “She didn’t see that, though. The woman I brought here. Her name was Annabelle. She loved me, I think. Maybe I loved her—I don’t know. And for a while, we were happy. But I’ve got this darkness in me. The Room is the only place I can let it out.”

      Renata watches me, silent and free of judgment. I can’t meet her eyes, though. I stare at the stone wall behind her instead.

      “I brought her down here one day. And she said the same things you’re saying. Show me. Explain it to me. Teach me what to do. Stupidly, I did it.”

      Renata winds her fingers between mine. “And then what?”

      I force myself to drag my eyes up to hers. I’m no fucking coward. I can tell the story without it tearing me apart.

      “I hurt her,” I say simply. “It was an accident. But it was because we didn’t understand each other. We didn’t understand control. But that shit doesn’t matter at the end of the day. All that matters is that I hurt her and she ran. I never saw her again.”

      I drop Renata’s hand and pivot away to do a slow pace around the perimeter of the room. “She stared into the abyss and the abyss stared right back into her. And because she didn’t know what it was—because I didn’t know how to keep her safe… it cost us everything.”

      I finish my circuit and stop in front of Renata once more. “I’m not a monster, Renata. But there’s a monster in me. There always has been. And when you say to me the same things that Annabelle said… it wakes that monster up.”

      I sink into a seat in the plush leather armchair in one corner of the room. It’s shrouded in shadow. My body is thrumming with dark, swirling energy. Mind racing with thoughts of that night all those years ago.

      The red welts on Annabelle’s fair skin.

      The shocked O of her mouth.

      The blood. The tears. The screams.

      And then her footsteps, racing up the stairs and disappearing forever.

      I feel like I’m going to be sick. My chin falls against my chest and my eyes close.

      Then I feel a presence slide in front of me. When I look up, it’s Renata.

      And she looks like a fucking angel. Framed by the amber lights, she’s glowing around the edges. Dark hair, long and smooth, waist curving so thin that it looks like it should snap with the slightest pressure. Her lips are full and plump, her fingers graceful and thin.

      I’ve never wanted anyone more.

      In forty-five years, I’ve never felt this urge so powerfully.

      And it’s for the one woman I can’t have.

      “Show me what to do,” she whispers.

      I’m being torn in two. I ruined this woman’s life when she was just a child. Just a little girl. Even now, she’s so young in my eyes. So fresh and unscathed, even after all the horrors she’s survived. It would be wrong to touch her. Wrong to take her.

      But my God, the desire…

      “I can’t,” I force myself to say.

      She pauses, eyes churning. Then, without another word, she walks over to the wall, where the implements hang. She selects a black leather cat o’ nine tails whip and pulls it down carefully.

      Turning back to me, she takes long, elegant steps. Each one feels like it lasts a century.

      I watch her move. Her legs are tanned and toned. Her hips rock side to side with each stride. And most of all, that look in her eyes. That blazing fucking fire.

      My cock strains hard against my zipper. I’m squeezing the hell out of the armrests, knuckles white against my skin.

      She stops in front of me. “Show me what to do, Kian,” she says again.

      This time, her voice is fucking irresistible.

      I feel like I’m in a dream, an out-of-body experience. I rise to my feet and take the whip she offers me.

      She pirouettes away like a dancer and walks over to the iron table in the middle of the space. I’m mesmerized by the shimmering light in her hair as she faces away from me. Her hands make quick work of the clasp on her jeans.

      She shoves them down her thighs. Leans forward over the table.

      The light on her ass is a fucking marvel. A perfect curve. Unmarked skin, ripe and beautiful.

      I’m torn between now and fifteen years in the past.

      The way Annabelle screamed…

      “Show me what this place is for, Kian,” Renata murmurs.

      The lash of her blond hair as she turned the corner of the stairs…

      I raise the whip. Renata’s hands squeeze the edge of the table in anticipation.

      The fading sounds of Annabelle’s tears as she went away, away, away…

      I can do it. I can have her. I won’t make the same mistakes I did before. This time will be different. This time will be better.

      And then I remember the last thing Annabelle said, just before she fled.

      “I trusted you.”

      Trust, control—they mean nothing and everything at the same time. Renata thinks she wants this because she’s been born in pain, bred in pain.

      And I caused that. I’ve hurt her already, twenty years ago, and the memory of that day has caused every scrap of pain she’s ever had since.

      Logan, Drago, all the million injustices in between… that’s all my fault.

      I’ve hurt this girl enough. I can’t do it again. Not if I want to avoid becoming the monster I’ve always sworn I’m not.

      I let the whip fall from my hand. It clatters on the ground.

      “Go,” I order in a gruff voice.

      “What?” She turns to look at me. I glance away—I can’t look her in the eyes right now. I’m barely retaining control over myself. One moment of contact with those doe eyes will break that stranglehold.

      “Pull your pants up and go,” I bark. “We’re not doing this.”

      “But—”

      “Now.”

      She flinches away from me and hurriedly tugs her jeans back up over her hips. I can see her shaking, but I turn my back to her.

      I listen as she slinks away. Hesitant at first, then faster and faster. And then she’s gone, and I’m alone again in the first place I ever confronted what I truly am inside.

      Renata thought she wanted to know what happens down here. What this place really is.

      I couldn’t bear to tell her the truth:

      This is where a devil lands when he falls from heaven.
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      I’m close to hysterics. My underwear is twisted around in my jeans and chafing at me like a reminder of how wrong everything that just happened truly was.

      I feel horrible. Like some cheap plaything that’s been discarded without a second thought.

      He barely even touched me. The pathetic part is that I’m not sure if that makes it better or worse. All I know is that I want these clothes off of me. They feel stained, tarnished beyond use. And they smell like him. I want that gone. I want him gone.

      But my hands are shaking too badly to undo the clasp on my jeans a second time. I’m still trying to get them free when a soft knock sounds against my door. Anger burns through me as I turn to face it.

      “I don’t want to see you!” I scream, barely holding back tears. “Just leave me the fuck alone!”

      “Renata,” a soft voice calls. “It’s me. Aisling.”

      My anger abates slightly as I fumble at the knob and unlock it. She slips inside cautiously, her eyes wide with concern.

      The moment she notices how bedraggled my clothes are from my attempts to tear them off of me, her expression turns to curious embarrassment. Which is probably what I should be feeling right now. But I’m maxed out at the moment. A girl can only take so much.

      “Renata, what happened?”

      “Can you help me get out of this?” I ask abruptly.

      “Of course.”

      It takes her only a few moments to gently coax my jeans down my legs and my shirt over my head. Before I can even ask, she brings me a pair of sweats and a soft white hoodie.

      “Thank you.”

      “Of course.”

      After I’m dressed, I move to the window and plop down on the lounge chair placed in front of it, drawing my knees to my chest.

      Aisling hovers near my shoulder. “Can I get you anything?” she asks. “Water? Tea?”

      “Can you just sit down with me, please?”

      She hesitates only for a moment before she sits down opposite me. Her hair is slicked back, but the messy bun she’s got going on is understated and attractive.

      “Are you okay?” Aisling tries again.

      “No,” I say, when I’m sure my voice won’t break. “No, I’m not. He humiliated me.”

      “Master Kian?”

      “Master,” I scoff. “He was just playing with me. All that shit he was spewing about trust… it was all bullshit. Lies.”

      Aisling watches carefully without saying anything.

      I turn to her, daring her to challenge me. “I’ll bet you disagree?”

      She shrugs. “Yes, I do. Master Kian is not a liar.”

      “Has he found your husband and daughter yet?” I demand. “Huh? Has he?”

      “No,” she admits. Then she adds, with absolute certainty, “But he will.”

      It must be nice to have that kind of faith in someone. Honestly, after everything Aisling has been through, I’m surprised she can trust anyone at all.

      “You’re being naïve.”

      I know I’m being a bitch, but I can’t stop myself. Kian’s the only one who deserves my anger, but he’s not around. And a part of me is happy about that. If he were here, it would be next to impossible to look him in the eye.

      My body heats up when I think about how I bent over that table for him like it’s what I was always meant to do.

      Except that something had happened. Somewhere in the middle of it all, something had shifted.

      He decided he didn’t actually want me. And of course, he had made the discovery right when it was most obvious that I wanted him. I showed him my whole hand, and in return, he just laughed.

      Fucking bastard.

      “You’re hurt,” Aisling says softly, pulling me out of my bitter reverie. “But I’m sure Master Kian—”

      “You don’t even know what he did,” I snap. “Do you want to?”

      “I—”

      “He has a secret chamber filled with fucked-up sex shit hidden underneath this picture-perfect little mansion,” I tell her, betraying his secret in anger.

      Her eyes widen a little, but I can tell that she’s not quite as shocked as I was. “Oh.”

      “Oh?” I repeat. “Did you suspect as much? Did you know about his little torture room?”

      “No. But I’ve seen enough sex to know that different people like different things.”

      “How progressive of you.”

      “Did you walk down there yourself?” she asks quietly. “Or did he force you to go?”

      I falter. “I…” She eyes me and I swallow back whatever I was about to say. “I went myself,” I finish.

      “Exactly. He didn’t force you—because he would never,” she says confidently. “Master Kian is not that kind of man.”

      I’m about to scoff in her face when something strikes me. How can a woman employed by a man like Kian have such faith, such conviction in his morality? In his word? How can she assume the best in him when she barely knows who he is?

      Unless… there’s more to their relationship than meets the eye. I feel the anger ebb slowly, as jealousy takes its place. I know I’m being downright unreasonable. Almost manic. But I can’t help it. I’ve never felt this way about a man before. I have no fucking clue how to handle it.

      And suddenly, I’m noticing other things. Like how naturally pretty Aisling is. She’s got that slightly tousled look to her blonde hair and beautifully clear eyes, the kind that make men do stupid things. She’s also got the kind of personality that most people tend to gravitate to. Soft-spoken, passive, gentle.

      “You seem to know a lot about Master Kian,” I drawl, trying to keep the bitterness from my tone.

      She raises her eyebrows just a fraction. “I have worked for him for a long time now.”

      “Oh yeah? And you love it?” I ask. “You love working for him?”

      She’s looking at me with a concerned frown now. “Renata, are you sure you’re alright? You sound… troubled.”

      I’m about to say something particularly bitchy, but I hold back at the last moment. I cross my hands over my chest and try to calm myself down by looking out the window. The ocean looks peaceful from a distance, but further away from shore, the peaks of the waves are frothy and white.

      “You’re intrigued by him, aren’t you?” Aisling asks bluntly.

      I resist the urge to look at her. If I do, I might give myself away. “Why, yes, nice of you to notice. I am in fact curious about the man who stole me from my life.”

      Aisling doesn’t say anything to that. We sit in silence for a moment, both of us gazing at the distant waves.

      “You know, I didn’t always trust Master Kian like I do now,” she says after some time has passed. “In fact, in the beginning, I was wary. I suppose I was waiting for the other shoe to drop. Just like you are.”

      I don’t respond. Two can play at that game. I don’t trust anyone in this godforsaken house. Not even the soft-spoken Irish girl with the kind smile and the heartbreaking story.

      “He may have delivered me from an awful fate, but I was sure that it was for a darker purpose,” she continues. “He fit the mold, in any case. A powerful man with mob connections? I was sure I was just going to be transferred from one ring to another.”

      She swallows. I glance over—not at her face, but at the trembling hands in her lap. She’s holding them together to quell the shaking but I can still see the fabric of her dress rustling with her anxiety.

      “When he offered me a job here, I was terrified. I was sure that he would use me as a maid by day and then pass me off to his men at night. I prepared myself for it. In the end, maybe I even expected it.”

      Finally, I drag my eyes up to her face. Something about her voice compels me to do it.

      “So I wore the uniform, and I waited for someone to touch me. But no one did. When Master Kian called me to his office the first time, I felt sure that it was finally happening. Everything I’d always feared. But he kept his distance at all times. It was like he knew how skittish I would be around him. Around men in general. After what I’d been through…” She drifts off. “I’m still not wholly comfortable around men. I may never be. But with Master Kian, it’s different.”

      The jealousy ignites again. It’s becoming so frequent that it’s familiar now. “Different?”

      “I’m not delusional,” Aisling says firmly. “I know Master Kian is a dangerous man. I know what he has done and what he’s capable of. I’ve seen him kill a man right in front of my eyes. But I know he’s not a danger to me. And I don’t think he’s a danger to you, either, Renata.”

      “Yes, well, we’re two very different women, aren’t we?” I shoot back at her. “You were a victim of rape and abuse. You did nothing wrong. I, on the other hand, am the daughter of his enemy.”

      “Mercy means more when it comes from the ones who hate you the most,” she says wisely.

      I roll my eyes and sigh in frustration. “Your loyalty to him is suspicious,” I say before I can stop myself.

      She raises her eyebrows. “What are you saying?”

      I refuse to answer her. I’m already sounding like a jealous bitch and I don’t want to make that worse. Especially since Aisling in the only friend I have right now. I bite back the bitterness and try to focus on that—our blossoming friendship—as opposed to the man between us.

      “My brother… He raised me to hate the Irish,” I tell her flatly. “He told me that they were all barbarians who took what didn’t belong to them.”

      “Isn’t that every mafia in every city in the world?” she asks.

      I almost smile. “You may have a point. I suppose I never questioned him.”

      “You never had a reason to.”

      I nod slowly. “But I should have. I don’t know where he is, you know. Isn’t that weird? I’ve been with him as long as I can remember. But he disappeared just before Kian walked back into my life. This is the longest I’ve ever gone without seeing him.”

      “Do you miss him?” Aisling asks tentatively.

      “No,” I reply. “But I do worry about him sometimes. Does that make sense?”

      “Yes.”

      “I hate my brother most days,” I tell her. “And I pity him. But I also know him well enough to know that he’ll never give up. If he does, he might as well kill himself. There’ll be no point in going on.”

      “Is that what it’ll come down to then?” Aisling asks. “Master Kian against your brother?”

      “I think there’s no way around it. It’s inevitable. It has to be one or the other.”

      The unspoken question hangs between us. Which side will I stand on if a decision needs to be made?

      Drago is my brother, but the odds are stacked against him. He hasn’t done anything to win my loyalty, short of sharing my blood. And really, in the end, does that even count for much?

      “Do you know who might be helping your brother?” Aisling asks.

      I frown. “I have a few names floating around in my head,” I admit. “But they’re just guesses. I don’t really know where he is or what he’s planning.”

      Aisling looks like she wants to say something. I notice the nervous way she’s folding her hands together.

      “Why do you care so much about my brother’s whereabouts?” I ask suspiciously.

      “I don’t care,” she says—a little too fast, in my opinion. “But I do think…”

      “What?”

      “Never mind.”

      “No,” I insist, “tell me.”

      She sighs. “I do think your brother is a threat.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “My brother has no real power. None at all. The only real threat he poses is to Kian’s life.”

      “Isn’t that enough?” Aisling asks. “Master Kian is the better man.”

      I get to my feet instantly. “You want my brother dead!” I yell. “Don’t you?”

      Aisling says nothing. Instead, she gets to her feet calmly, but she refuses to refute the point.

      It seems as though I’m furious that she’s insulted my brother. But that’s not why I’m angry at all. It’s her devotion to Kian that is upsetting me beyond reason. It’s making me see things that I don’t want in my head. Like the image of Kian and Aisling, wrapped in each other’s arms. Naked and trembling with desire.

      “Get out,” I snarl at her. “Right fucking now. Get out of my sight.”

      She doesn’t look angry or even hurt as she silently makes her way out of my room. She just takes it, as though she’s been built to accept the ravings of a stone-cold bitch who’s lost everything time and time again.
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      The door closes. Aisling is gone. I have only a few moments of peace before the guilt sets in.

      What was I thinking? Even if she and Kian were involved, what do I care? I have no claim on Kian. Why should it matter what the two of them do together?

      And yet it does. It does matter to me. I have no right to be upset or angry or jealous. But there’s no denying I am all of those things.

      “Fuck!” I moan to the empty room.

      I collapse onto the freshly made bed, knowing that Aisling probably made it herself and feeling even guiltier about that. I turn around to face the ceiling and try to get a grip on my manic emotions. When that doesn’t work, I decide to do something about what I can control.

      I get off the bed and head out of my room to find Aisling. I owe her an apology.

      I’m heading down the stairs when I realize that I have no idea where to find her. She could be anywhere in the mansion at this point. I decide to poke around and hope I run into her.

      Fifteen minutes later, I find myself in a large, bright room that faces part of the garden and part of the ocean. There’s minimal furniture, but a ton of paintings and portraits hanging off the off-white walls. More family portraits, mostly. I can’t resist lingering to take a better look at them.

      I recognize most of his family from the photograph over the fireplace in his penthouse in Manhattan. The one face I can’t place here is a portrait of a young woman who looks a little younger than I am. She’s got deep set eyes and a pale complexion. Her gaze is direct, but secretive. She reminds me of a fair-haired Mona Lisa.

      Considering every framed picture in here is of a family member, this girl must be one, too. But how is she related to Kian? A sister seems the most obvious choice, but Kian’s never mentioned a sister.

      I bristle a little with the realization that he doesn’t owe me any explanations. It’s the fact that I expect one that feels a little jarring.

      My relationship with Kian—if you could even call it that—feels like an enigma. One I can barely process, let alone understand. Every time I think I’m getting close to finding a peaceful medium with him, I feel as though he pulls the rug out from underneath me.

      I’m sick of playing guessing games. I’m tired of feeling like I’m a pawn in his world. I want answers. And the only way to get them is to ask.
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        * * *

      

      When I reach his office door, I’m surprised to find that it’s slightly ajar. Voices emanate from inside and I pause, angling my body away from the open slit so that I won’t be noticed.

      “…And?” Kian’s deep voice cuts through the relative silence.

      “She was upset when I left her.”

      A bolt of awareness flickers through my body. Aisling. She’d left my room and come straight here to speak to Kian.

      I was right about her.

      “She… It felt like she was angry with me about something.”

      Why is she even telling him all this?

      “Trust me, Aisling: you’re not the one she’s angry with,” Kian says gently.

      “She wasn’t in the mood for conversation. She just wanted to fight. Then she ordered me out of the room.”

      “It’s okay,” Kian says with a sigh. “Give her space if that’s what she needs. But I need you to make yourself available to her as well.”

      The rest of his words are blocked out by the betrayed ringing in my ears. She’s spying on me… for Kian.

      I shouldn’t be surprised. I shouldn’t feel so letdown. But honestly, what the fuck did I expect?

      I know what I should do—sneak back to my room and stay there. Plot a way to escape this place without Aisling or Kian noticing. But my impulse control is a little rusty.

      The anger builds and builds and before I know it, I’m slamming my palm into the door. It bursts inward to slam against the wall.

      “Pardon me,” I growl. “Am I interrupting something?”
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      Renata walks into my office, radiating fury. She’s swapped her jeans for sweats and a hoodie, and yet she still manages to look sexy as sin.

      As usual, my cock senses Renata’s presence and starts hardening at once. I don’t bother suppressing the instinct. I already know it’s pointless.

      “Pardon me,” she hisses sarcastically. “Am I interrupting something?”

      Aisling has paled noticeably and she keeps looking towards me, face marred with guilt. But I remain calm. I don’t even rise from my seat behind the desk. “Not at all, Renata,” I say smoothly. “What can I do for you?”

      “Fuck you!” she yells. Aisling flinches. “Fuck you both. I heard everything.”

      She rounds on Aisling. “I thought I could trust you! I thought we were friends.”

      “Renata…”

      “You can go back to referring to me as Ms. Lombardi,” she snaps. Then she turns on me. “You had one of your maids spy on me?”

      I shrug. “What would you have done?”

      She’s too angry to see the reason behind my words. Aisling was right: she’s looking for a fight.

      “You’re nothing but a hypocrite and a liar,” she accuses. “You claim to be better than every other man like you, but you’re not. You’re the exact same, if not worse. At least none of those men claim the moral high ground. At least they can admit what they really are.”

      “I never lied about anything,” I tell her, knowing that my excessive calmness is only pissing her off further. “If you had asked me if Aisling was watching you on my behalf, I would have told you the truth.”

      “Lying by omission is still a lie.”

      “I gave you freedom of my home, Renata,” I tell her. “Did you really think you wouldn’t be watched?”

      “It’s more than that and you know it. You wanted information from me.”

      “I told you that.”

      “So then why not ask me your questions directly?”

      “Would you have been honest with me?”

      She stops short, unsure herself of the answer to that.

      “You can’t deny that you still have some sort of twisted sense of familial loyalty to your brother,” I tell her. “How could I give you free rein and complete trust when you yourself don’t know where you land?”

      “He’s my brother.”

      “He sold you to a rapist.”

      I know I’ve crossed a line by mentioning it at all. She shared that with me in a moment of rare vulnerability. But I need her to realize who her brother is—sooner rather than later.

      Especially since I’ve realized that killing Renata Lombardi is not an option for me anymore. My first instinct where she’s concerned is to protect. Not to hurt. Not to break. I can’t keep telling myself that same old lie.

      Things between us have changed. Forever.

      “You bastard,” she says, her voice pitiful with uncertainty and hurt. “You made me think I could trust you.”

      “You can trust me, Renata. I am what I’ve always been. I just wasn’t sure that I could trust you.”

      She flinches back at that one. “Is… is that why…?”

      She leaves the question unfinished, but I know exactly how it would have ended. Is that why you changed your mind down in The Room? Is that why you rejected me?

      I can see now that the rejection is weighing on her more than she’d like to admit. It’s the fuel behind her current rage.

      “Renata…” I say softly, getting to my feet.

      She turns away from me stubbornly. “I was a fool. Right from the beginning, I was a fool.”

      “Renata—Ms. Lombardi,” Aisling says, correcting herself quickly. “I’m sorry… This… It isn’t what it seems like.”

      “Are you serious?” she scoffs. “Are you fucking serious?”

      “He’s concerned for you—”

      “Don’t!” she screams, her eyes turning into throwing stars. “Don’t you fucking try and spin this to make it seem like he gives a shit about me. He doesn’t and neither do you.”

      “I understand you’re angry—”

      “Why the fuck are you talking to me like I’m a psycho?” she demands. “Stop trying to calm me down. Just fucking stop!”

      I take a deep breath and walk around my desk. She doesn’t back away from me, but I can tell she wants to. She just doesn’t want me to think she’s intimidated.

      Is it possible that I had her naked in front of me less than an hour ago? Even now, I’m astounded at my own willpower. At the strength it took to tell her to run. To deny what I wanted, even when she was telling me to take her the way I’ve dreamed of endlessly.

      Or maybe it wasn’t strength at all. Maybe it was cowardice.

      I’m not quite sure at the moment, and until I am, I need to stall whatever is happening between Renata and me. One thing’s for sure though: all the progress we’ve made so far has gone to shit in the last few minutes.

      “You were the one that told me that I have the control,” she says, her voice low, but gaining traction. “Isn’t that right?”

      “That’s right,” I say with a resigned nod.

      “But I’m your prisoner, aren’t I?” she continues. “At the end of the day, I’m the captive. You’re the captor. There’s no equal power dynamic. How can there be one when the scale doesn’t exist? There’s just you, Kian. And I’m the one on my knees in front of you.”

      I suppress a sigh. She’s fucking smart, I’ll give her that. If she’d been the Lombardi heir, I’d have had my work cut out for me. It would have been an even playing field.

      “That’s not true, Renata,” I say, playing into her hands.

      “No?” she asks, raising her eyebrows and regarding me coolly.

      I can still sense all that spark and fire lying just beneath the surface. Ready to erupt at a moment’s notice. She’s waiting for my move.

      “No,” I reply. “You’re not my captive.”

      “So if I want to walk out of this mansion right now, I can?” she asks.

      I take a beat before I point where she entered. “There’s the door. Go.”

      The words drop between us like a bomb. But it makes no sound. Her eyes go wide for a second and then she nods slowly.

      “Then I’m leaving,” she says, still waiting for the other shoe to drop. “Are you going to stop me?”

      “No,” I reply, shaking my head. “As I said, you’re free to go.”

      “Your men won’t stop me?”

      “You have my word,” I tell her. “I’ll send my instructions down to the main gate. No one will stop you. If it’s what you want, then walk away.”

      She lingers a moment longer, as if to make sure I’m not going to laugh in her face and tell her the whole thing was just a massive ruse. “Okay then,” she says. After one more beat of hesitation, she turns and walks away, her back rigid, her jaw angled upwards in pure defiance.

      The door slams shut behind her. I breathe out and lean back against my desk. “Fuck.”

      “You’re really letting her go?” Aisling asks incredulously.

      I look up. I’d forgotten she’s still here. “Yes.”

      “But why?” Aisling asks. “She’s in danger out there. Yannis Rokiades still hasn’t been found.”

      “I know what happens when you try to keep a free bird in a cage, Aisling,” I tell her. “The same thing was done to my sister. And she ended up killing herself before we could break open the lock.”

      Aisling stares at me intently. I’m pretty sure she’s heard the rumors. Same as every person who works for the Clan for long enough. But this is the first time I’ve ever spoken openly about Aoife with Aisling.

      “It’s true then?” she asks in a hushed voice.

      “Yes, it’s true,” I say. “Our enemies took her. It cost my sister her life.”

      “You’re not Renata’s enemy,” she says with conviction.

      I give her a distracted smile. “If only she believed that.”

      “She will. In time,” she tells me. “She might have to learn the hard way, though.”

      “That’s precisely was what I was trying to prevent.”

      “Why let her walk out of here then?” Aisling asks again.

      I give her a lopsided smile. “I told her she was free to leave,” I say. “I didn’t say that I’d leave her alone.”

      Understanding dawns in Aoife’s eyes. “You’re having her followed?”

      “In a manner of speaking,” I explain. “She’s got a tracker on her.”

      Aisling shakes her head. “As usual, I’ve underestimated you.”

      “Kind of a backhanded compliment. But I’ll take it.” I chuckle sadly as the maid turns for the door. “Oh, and Aisling?”

      “Yes, Master Kian?”

      “I’ve got a lead on your husband and daughter,” I tell her, relaying the latest news from my lieutenant leading the search. “I don’t want you to get your hopes up yet. But it looks promising.”

      Her eyes light up immediately. Her voice is quavering but still strong. “Thank you, Don O’Sullivan.”

      “I know it’s taken longer than I told you it would. I’m sorry for that.”

      “I never doubted, sir.”

      “Aisling, can I ask you one more thing?”

      “Yes?”

      “Why do you trust me so much?”

      She laughs. An actual laugh, the first one I’ve heard from her in… ever. “Your eyes,” she says at last. “They don’t lie.”

      The words spread through me like heat on a cold fucking day. My brothers and I say it all the time. I’ve just never thought about it recently. It’s all in the eyes.

      I give her a nod. “I’ll keep you informed.”

      She returns a grateful smile and heads out of the door. The moment I’m alone, I send instructions down to my men at the main gate. Then I use my phone to turn on the tracker hidden in Renata’s duffel bag. I’ve gone an extra step and also hidden a second tracker in the lining of her jacket. I watch via the app on my phone as the tracker moves through the mansion and reaches the front gate.

      On the perimeter of the grounds, it stands still for a few seconds. It’d be easy to chalk it up to a delay in the signal from the device. But I can close my eyes and picture exactly what Renata is doing: standing at the edge of my property and using every single ounce of her willpower to stop herself from looking back.

      From wondering if I’ve followed her.

      If I’ll stop her.

      If I’ll come down and finish what I started.

      Then it picks up speed again. Through the gate, down the road. Going, going… gone.

      A call flashes on the screen. Sighing impatiently, I pick up. “Yes, Phoenix?”

      “This a bad time?”

      “No,” I rumble quickly. “It’s fine. Got anything for me?”

      “No news on Drago Lombardi or Rokiades.”

      “You gotta be fucking kidding me.” I’d hoped that one of them would have crawled out of the woodwork by now. I’m getting impatient.

      “Don’t worry,” Phoenix says. I can sense from his tone that he has something else to give me. Nothing else can account for the edge of excitement in his tone. “I managed to get my hands on this bookie who works for the Greeks.”

      “And?”

      “The play is marriage.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Renata Lombardi,” Phoenix says quickly. “That tired old Greek fucker was trying to tap into the Lombardis’ dormant empire by marrying Renata. That way, he’d be able to unite the two mafias under his control. His main goal at the moment is to gain control of their old territories. That includes a container port facility in prime fucking real estate.”

      I growl under my breath. “The son of a bitch is more desperate than I thought.”

      “This is a good thing, though, right?” he asks.

      “Desperate men do desperate things, Phoenix,” I tell him. “And they don’t give a fuck how many casualties there are along the way. Desperate men are dangerous men.”

      “Fair point,” Phoenix says, refusing to lose his enthusiasm. “But you have Renata, don’t you? Without her, Rokiades can’t do shit.”

      My blood runs cold. Seconds ago, I felt like this was the right thing to do. I didn’t need her. She was a pawn in a game I didn’t even need to exert myself to win.

      But now I see the truth. The bigger play.

      Renata isn’t the pawn. She’s the fucking queen. And I just let her stroll out my front door.

      My hand clenches into a fist as I realize how badly this stupid, impulsive decision has backfired on me. Fate didn’t waste any time laughing in my face, it seems. “Things have changed,” I say ominously.

      There’s a pause. “What does that mean?”

      “Renata’s no longer on the premises.”

      “What? She escaped?”

      I close my eyes for a moment. “Not important. I’m heading out to get her back.”

      “You’ve got a tracker on her?”

      “Of course.”

      “Okay. Let me know how things go.”

      “And you keep me posted,” I fire back at him.

      We hang up at the same time. I slam my fist down on the table before standing up. If only that call had come just a few minutes earlier.

      I check my phone quickly. Renata’s trackers are both working fine. She’s wearing the jacket, or at the very least, she’s packed it. It shouldn’t take me long to catch up with her and bring her back.

      I have no idea what I’m going to say to her once I do catch up to her. But I figure the truth is as good as anything. At this point, it may be our only way forward.

      I make a quick call to my men. Donovan answers. “Boss?”

      “Get together three men,” I tell him, “and meet me at the entrance. We’ve got an errand to run.”

      “Will do, boss.”

      I grab my jacket and head downstairs to the main entrance. The boys have already got the gate open and the rover’s parked out front with the engine on. Donovan is waiting by the passenger side door for me.

      I give him a nod. “Are we all—”

      The sudden and unmistakable sound of a gunshot swallows up the rest of my words.

      The bullet whizzes so close that I practically feel it kiss my cheek as it zooms past. I hit the ground and grab my gun, ready to return fire.

      But more shots are already raining down on us like fucking hail.
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      “Where are you headed?”

      The man at the gate is ruggedly handsome. He’s got a dark brown beard dusted with silver and an impressive jawline. Probably around Kian’s age, if not a touch older.

      “You don’t need to know that,” I tell him.

      He raises his eyebrows in amusement and backs off. “I was just going to offer you a drive, ma’am.”

      I look past the gate at the miles of road I’m going to have to traverse before I can get anywhere hitchhiking. Also, I’m pretty sure that Hamptons residents aren’t really big on hitchhiking in the first place. Still, I don’t want to accept any more help from Kian or his men than I need to. “No, I can find my own way.”

      He shrugs his broad shoulders. “Your call.” Then he nods to the men behind him. When the gate cranks open, he gestures for me to go ahead. “You’re free to go.”

      I pause for a moment. The road ahead seems so wide open. So free.

      This has to be a trap, doesn’t it? Any second now, Kian is going to come charging out and sneer in my face about how stupid I must be if I really believed he was letting me go. Either that or a hole in the ground is going to open up like I’m in some evil supervillian’s lair and deliver me right back to The Room beneath the mansion.

      But nothing happens. Nothing moves.

      The man who opened the gate is looking at me oddly. I give him a curt nod and avoid all the other security guards and their curious stares as I stride away from the mansion’s walls with my head held high.

      The duffel bag is slung across my shoulder for even weight distribution. I’d been conscientious about not taking too much from the wardrobe. But since I had nothing in the way of worldly possessions, I was forced to think practically. So I’d stuffed the duffel bag with clothes. I picked practical, everyday options. Jeans, t-shirts, and of course the Nikes I’d admired before. I’m glad I grabbed this jacket, too—there’s a strange chill in the air. I shrug it tighter around myself.

      I wish I would’ve snagged a hat. Anything to keep eyes off my face. The last thing I need is unwanted attention. I’ve had enough of that to last a lifetime.

      As I walk down the road, the mansion growing smaller and smaller in the background, the fire I’d felt at fleeing Kian morphs into something else entirely. Dread, maybe.

      I have no idea where I’m headed. I don’t have a home. I’ve never had friends. The only family member I have is in hiding, and despite what Kian and Aisling think, I really don’t know where to find him. Even if I did, I’m not sure I’d want to find him.

      It feels like my best move is to just slip back into the streets of New York City and try to figure out where I can go from there. I need an escape plan first, and then a means to survive.

      It strikes me, as I turn the corner and Kian’s mansion disappears from view entirely, that I’ve never actually been on my own in my entire life. There’s always been a man at my shoulder, breathing down my neck.

      I wait for the sweeping relief to engulf me the way I always dreamed it would. But nothing comes. I’m too nervous about my uncertain future to feel anything but fear.

      “Breathe, Renata,” I tell myself softly. “This is what you wanted.”

      It’s not the victory I’ve imagined. Even less expected is the strange and looming sense of disappointment overwhelming me.

      He let me go. I hadn’t expected that.

      Which means that everything I’ve been feeling around Kian was one-sided. I was only ever an inconvenience. A twist in the plot that Kian never expected. He never felt anything.

      That, in turn, begs another question: what exactly am I feeling for him?

      My head is spinning from all the different emotions, all the conflicting opinions warring with one another in my confused head. Sometimes, my doubts are my own.

      But there are moments when they take the form of my brother’s voice. If I’m being honest with myself, he’s the personification of my guilt. The reason that my desire for Kian feels dirty, tainted… ugly.

      I remember so vividly the first time I ever laid eyes on the Irish don. It’s not a moment I’m likely to forget any time soon. I may have been five, but some memories are so powerful they stick to the walls of your mind, and you return to them so often that they take on a life and a depth of their own.

      I watched the blue-eyed bastard murder my father. But I’d been calm. Even when he’d walked over and bent down in front of me, hands dripping with Papa’s blood, I wasn’t scared. He had looked at me with those cool blue eyes that still managed to retain their warmth. He’d something to me along the lines of, “One day you’ll understand.”

      I’m not sure I do. Even after all these years.

      But I want to.

      Why on earth couldn’t I be attracted to a normal guy? Someone closer to my own age. Someone boring and safe and comforting. What might that even look like? I try to imagine it, but I can’t. I haven’t the faintest idea of what a normal life might look like for me. I’ve always lived in the eye of the storm. In the midst of chaos.

      In some ways, that explains my attraction to Kian. He is the storm. Powerful and devastating. And I realized something about myself when I was bent over that cold table in The Room: there’s a sick part of me that wants to be the thing he devastates.

      I shudder and shake that thought away. When I look up again to focus on where I am, I realize that I have no fucking clue. It seems like I’ve walked myself into another neighborhood, no less opulent than the one where Kian’s mansion was situated.

      I keep my eyes peeled for passing vehicles. I hear one in the distance and turn to look. It’s a white soft-top BMW, and it’s going so fast that it whizzes past me before I can even raise my hand to flag it down.

      “Fuck,” I mutter.

      I look down at my appearance. I’m reasonably presentable. Respectable even, with my jeans, white t-shirt, and forest green jacket. Why wouldn’t someone stop for me? But instinct is telling me that, around these parts, it’s unlikely.

      Another sound catches my attention, but when I whip around I can’t see anyone behind me. Shaking it off as simple paranoia, I keep walking, hoping someone will stop for me.

      Then I hear it again.

      This time, it’s so distinct that I know I’m not imagining things and I’m not being paranoid. I don’t turn immediately. I keep walking, but I keep my eyes and ears peeled. It takes only a few more minutes for me to confirm it.

      Someone is following me.

      I have a creepy feeling that, whoever it is, they have nothing to do with Kian. I have a feeling that if he or his men were following me, I’d have no clue unless they wanted me to know of their presence.

      I should have packed a freaking weapon. I realize at the last moment. A hammer, a kitchen knife… even just a sharp pen would be better than nothing.

      My freedom has always been fleeting. A luxury that was snatched away at a moment’s notice. Kian had given it back to me, but all it would take is to walk in front of the path of the wrong man.

      God knows I’ve done that enough times already in my life.

      I pick up the pace, and I can feel my stalker pick up speed as well. He’s not exactly being subtle. Either he’s doing it purposefully, willfully trying to freak me out, or he’s just that clumsy.

      Maybe he realizes that, too, because he jumps out at me suddenly. He doesn’t make a sound, but I’m so aware of him that I react immediately.

      “Leave me the fuck alone!” I haul off and hit him hard across the face, causing his dark hoodie to fall back, revealing his face.

      He bares his teeth, staring at me through furious, glinting eyes.

      And my mouth drops open. “Jesus! Drago?”

      “You fucking bitch,” he snarls at me, holding his cheek where I hit him for a moment.

      I haven’t done any real damage. The most he has to contend with is a red cheek and a light stinging that’ll probably disappear in a few minutes.

      “You scared me,” I say defensively.

      “That was the whole goddamn point,” he growls. “You’ve forgotten what it’s like to be scared.”

      “In general?” I counter. “Or just of you?”

      He takes a few steps forward. I back away from him immediately. He grabs my arm though, preventing me from putting the distance between us that my body craves. “Did you just think I’d forget about you?” he demands.

      “A girl can dream.”

      His eyes flash with anger. He slaps me hard across the face.

      It’s been weeks since I’ve last been hit. I react from a raw, guttural, still-wounded part of myself that I’d subdued for a long time with Drago—and I ball my hand into a fist and hit him hard.

      There’s one, maybe two seconds between the moment he slaps me and the moment I punch him.

      My reaction—actually fighting back—is so unexpected that he stumbles back. It’s only when he looks back up at me in shock that I realize I’ve actually succeeded in giving him a bloody nose. Pride surges through my bones and I find myself standing a little straighter.

      I should’ve done that twenty years ago.

      “You wanna talk, Drago?” I ask. “Then let’s talk. But if you’re going to hit me like that, fair warning—I’m going to hit back.”

      He takes an aggressive step forward. I very pointedly refuse to budge.

      “A couple of weeks with the enemy and you think you’re fucking tough?” he snarls in condescension.

      I’m a hell of a lot tougher than you are, I think. I don’t allow myself to say the words out loud, though.

      I’m willing to defend myself against Drago if I have to. But antagonizing an unstable man is just plain stupid. Especially since I don’t have a weapon and I’m betting he does.

      “How did you find me?” I ask, choosing not to escalate the situation.

      “I know more than you think I do,” he tells me. I can hear the desperate need to assert his dominance over me. “I know more than he thinks I do.”

      “Believe me, we’re all very impressed,” I drawl.

      “I’ve been tracking the Clan’s movements for twenty fucking years,” he hisses. “Ever since I was fifteen fucking years old. I know about his penthouse in New York. I know about his ranch in Montana. I know about this fucking ridiculous mansion. I knew he had you and there were only so many places he could have taken you.”

      “Bravo,” I snap, giving him a sarcastic clap. “You’ve been watching the mansion? All by yourself?”

      “I had men on every single known Clan property,” he tells me. “And then I saw him arrive over a week ago.”

      “How did you know I was with him?” I ask.

      “Who else? Rokiades.”

      My body tenses at the mention of that bastard. “You’re still in contact with him?”

      “Of course. We’re allies.”

      I stare at my brother, shocked at how blind he can be when it’s convenient. “He’s not your ally, Drago,” I tell him bluntly. “The man is just greedy for your men, for the support you have because of your last name.”

      It’s a poor choice of words on my part. And of course, Drago’s ego rears its ugly head. “My men don’t support me because of my fucking last name,” he hisses, moving forward and getting right in my face. “They support me because of my first fucking name. Do you hear me?”

      “Drago—”

      “Don’t you presume to tell me about my own men, you little fucking whore.”

      His hand twitches towards me, but he doesn’t make an attempt to grab my arm like he would usually do. Maybe the punch I’d given him earlier actually made an impression. Or maybe it’s that, the last time we got into an altercation, he ended up with a butcher’s knife in his stomach.

      “I’m just saying—”

      “I don’t give a fuck what you’re saying,” he says, cutting me off. “Your opinion doesn’t mean a goddamn thing to me or to anyone. The only reason you’re useful is because of the slit between your legs.”

      I cringe away from him. Has he always been this terrible? Did years of physical and verbal abuse desensitize me to his brutality? His cruelty?

      Has he changed… or have I?

      “I’m not just your brother,” Drago hisses. “I am your don, too. And you will do what I expect of you.”

      “Oh? And what’s that?”

      “The alliance with the Greeks can still be cemented.”

      I stare at him in horror. “You still want me to marry Rokiades?”

      “Is that a problem?” he asks, threateningly.

      “Just one: he’s a fucking monster and a rapist.”

      “You’ve had experience with both,” Drago dismisses without hesitation. “You can hold your own.”

      I shake my head. “Drago, you sold me once. I won’t let you do it a second time.”

      He grits his teeth so hard I can almost hear the grate of his grinding. “Where the fuck is your loyalty? Where the fuck is your sense of family honor?”

      When I don’t answer right away, his expression flattens for a moment and then his eyes go wide.

      “What?” I ask, suddenly nervous about the look on his face.

      “Did he fuck you?” Drago demands.

      “What… Who are you talking about?”

      “O’Sullivan,” Drago growls. “Did he fuck you?”

      “Fuck you. You don’t get to ask me questions like that.”

      He moves faster than I’ve ever seen him move in his life. One hand, still streaked with blood from his busted nose, flies out and pincers around my throat. His breath is hot and sour in my face. “Did. He. Fuck. You?”

      “No,” I spit in a hoarse rasp.

      He stares at me for a long time, weighing my words. He must believe me, because he lets me go. “Did you let him get in your head?” he asks, his tone softening so much that I don’t trust it at all. “What lies did he tell you?”

      I rub at my throat. I should run. But where would I go? Drago would catch me. I have no friends, no allies, no safe havens. No, I’m stuck here for now. Until I see an opening, at least.

      “We didn’t talk much.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” he asks, his eyes flashing, though his tone stays even. “You were too busy sucking his cock to talk?”

      “For fuck’s sake, Drago,” I sigh, throwing my hands up. “I was his fucking prisoner. He didn’t really concern himself with me.”

      “Okay,” he says, nodding fast as though he’s trying to figure something out. “But that doesn’t mean he hasn’t messed with you.”

      “What are you trying to say?” I ask. “Are you accusing me of being a traitor?”

      “How did you just walk out of his compound? I was watching. His men just let you through the gates.”

      I tense slightly, but I decide on the truth—or something close enough to the truth, anyway. “He decided I wasn’t valuable anymore,” I explain. “And he doesn’t kill for the sake of killing.”

      The words leave a bitter taste on my tongue. Decided I wasn’t valuable anymore. Yeah, I’d say that’s pretty accurate. The shame of his harsh “Go” as I offered myself to him is still rippling through my body like venom.

      “Is that what he told you?”

      “Yes, Drago, that’s what he told me.”

      He seems to accept that at face value. “Fine. Whatever. It doesn’t fucking matter. What matters is that I’ve got you back now. And my plans can move forward. I just—”

      “You’re a fool if you think that marrying me off to Rokiades is going to win you back your empire,” I tell him. “He killed one of your men. Do you know about that? The moment he marries me, he’ll kill you, too.”

      Drago frowns at me for a second, but I can see his head spinning justifications for everything I’ve just said. “You’re mistaken.”

      I shake my head, frustrated at the depths of his denial. “I’m not,” I insist. “Rokiades has no interest in sharing power with you. He just needs a Lombardi to bind our men to him. He can accomplish that with me. He doesn’t need you.”

      “I am the fucking don!” Drago roars furiously. “He wouldn’t dare kill me.”

      “You overestimate your importance.”

      “And you need to shut your mouth about shit you know nothing about,” he snarls, inserting himself into my personal space again. He grabs my arm, and before I can stop him, he twists it hard. “You don’t have a fucking clue—”

      “I will not marry him,” I tell him firmly, refusing to wince at the pain lancing through my shoulder.

      “The choice is either marry Rokiades or die.”

      “Then I choose death,” I say, spitting in his face.

      He throws me to the ground and pulls out his gun. I know he won’t kill me. That’s what logic tells me at least. He needs me too much to actually pull the trigger.

      But for a second at least, I’m worried.

      He leans down and presses the gun to my temple. “You fucking bitch, I’m not going to kill you. But I am going to make you fucking hurt. I’m going to make you hurt so bad that you’ll beg to be married off to that Greek son of a bitch.”

      I realize something suddenly—I’m tired of fighting.

      I’ve been fighting my whole life and it hasn’t gotten me anywhere. I’m in the same place I’ve always been—at my brother’s mercy.

      I just can’t do it anymore.

      So I close my eyes and I wait for the final pain.
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      “How many?” I bellow, ducking behind the gate as another bullet narrowly misses me.

      “Not many,” Donovan calls back, from the opposite side of the gate. He darts out long enough to fire off two rounds and then retreats back behind his cover again. “Three, four max.”

      “Ebanashka,” I curse under my breath in Russian. It’s one that Phoenix taught me—fucking fools. Really rolls off the tongue nicely.

      “Rokiades, you think?” Donovan asks.

      I don’t answer because I’m too busy shooting, but I know Rokiades isn’t behind this attack. For one, it’s too poorly planned. For another, the men in question are lousy shots. They seem to be banking everything on overwhelming us with the amount of ammunition they’ve got in their assault weapons.

      I move out from behind the gate and meet them in the open space between the vehicles.

      I catch one guy peeking out at me. It takes me only a millisecond to aim. My bullet hits him in the shoulder and he spirals to the ground with a scream that has me rolling my eyes.

      Honestly, if you can’t take the fucking heat, then stay out of the kitchen.

      My men follow me out. It takes another three minutes and four more bullets to put an end to the fighting. When they’re dead, the silence takes over again.

      “Did we get any alive?” I ask.

      “Doesn’t look like it. Sorry, boss,” Donovan comments, kicking over one guy who was shot right in the chest. His dark brown eyes stare unseeing at the sky above. “All kaput.”

      I glance at their faces. “Italians,” I say, confirming my suspicion. I turn to the other O’Sullivan men at my flanks. “Rhodes, O’Malley—stay here and deal with the bodies. Donovan, you’re with me.”

      With a curt nod, the men get to work. Donovan jumps into the driver’s seat and I climb in next to him. I pull up my phone and open up the app that links me to Renata’s tracker. It takes a second for the feed to load up again, but that one second has my chest constricting painfully.

      “Take a left here,” I say urgently. “She’s nine minutes away. On Finch.”

      We squeal out. I keep my eyes locked on the screen. Two minutes later, I realize she’s not moving. She seems to be standing in the same position. I can’t tell if that’s a good sign or a bad one.

      I can’t help thinking one thing again and again: Dead bodies don’t move, do they?

      Only when we round the corner of Finch do I understand why she’s been stationary for so long.

      She’s so embroiled in the fight she’s having with the large man in front of her that she doesn’t notice our vehicle approach.

      Thankfully, neither does he.

      He grabs her hand. Possessive anger twists in my gut at the sight. Donovan comes to a stop a few feet away just as the asshole pushes her to the ground and points the gun at her head.

      I don’t bother pulling out my own gun. I’m already out of the car and moving. The momentum carries me into the bastard, elbow careening into the back of his head.

      THUMP. He keels forward with a surprised grunt. Before we even hit the ground, I’m snatching the gun from his limp fingers and springing to my feet. By the time he looks up again, I’m pointing his own weapon at him.

      “Cheers, motherfucker,” I say, staring the illusive Drago Lombardi in the eyes.

      At first, all I can see on his face is shock.

      But panic quickly takes its place. While I wait for him to process, I turn to Renata, who’s still lying on the sidewalk opposite her brother. I offer her my hand, but she refuses it and gets to her feet on her own.

      Drago, pathetic fuck that he is, refuses to be smart and just stay down. He struggles to his feet and is knocked backwards immediately by Donovan.

      This asshole really can’t take a hint.

      “Don’t you touch her,” Drago growls as he struggles to right himself again. I might have actually mistaken that for concern—that is, until he goes and says the next idiotic thing. “She is my fucking property.”

      I glance at Renata. She’s not too happy about his claim, either. But she doesn’t say anything. In fact, I can tell she’s trying very deliberately not to say a thing.

      “Your property?” I ask, raising an eyebrow. “I wasn’t aware you had any. Thought I took it all.”

      “You bastard!” he bellows as he attempts to launch himself at me.

      Donovan steps aside to watch the show. I don’t need his help; I’m kind of looking forward to schooling the arrogant Italian asshat on my own.

      Oh, who am I kidding? I’m definitely looking forward to it.

      I wait until Drago is mere inches from me with his fist raised. Long enough for him to think he has me where he wants me.

      Then I step to the side and grab the offending arm as it whistles past in a punch that never had a prayer of landing. I twist it backward, forcing his body in the opposite direction, and bear down.

      I put my weight on him relentlessly until I hear the audible snap I’m waiting for.

      Renata gasps, but it’s lost in her brother’s scream. As he crumples to the floor, she’s suddenly in my face. “What the hell are you doing?”

      For a moment, I can’t believe my eyes. She’s actually defending this asshole? Fifteen seconds ago, he had a gun pressed against her forehead. I raise my eyebrows. “I’m sorry, was that a serious question?”

      “You didn’t have to do that!”

      I gesture to Donavan to drag the softly moaning Drago into the trunk before turning back to Renata. “He was resisting.”

      “You know he’s no match for you,” she says, her eyes burning. “You used unnecessary force.”

      “Is there such a thing when it comes to a guy like him?”

      “You were showing off,” she snaps, seeing right through me—not that I’m about to cop to that.

      “This is business, Renata,” I say harshly. “About time you got used to that.”

      Her eyes glaze over and her jaw tightens. “Of course it is. My fucking mistake.”

      I’m in no fucking mood for the games today. “Get in the car.”

      “No.”

      I shrug and head for the vehicle. When she realizes that I’m about to drive away with her limp brother in the trunk, her eyes go wide as she realizes the choice she has to make.

      “Wait!” She shoves past me and gets in. I climb in behind her, hearing a thump from the back and a muffled groan. Donovan must’ve gagged him well. Lucky for all of us, really.

      “Is this necessary?” demands Renata.

      “He pointed a gun at your head,” I remind her. “He tried to attack my man and me. I’d say it is actually pretty lenient, all things considered.”

      She crosses her hands over her chest and shakes her head furiously. “You put a fucking tracker on me, didn’t you?”

      I resist the urge to smile. “I suspected it wouldn’t take you long to get into trouble. And—shocker—I was right.”

      “I was fine,” she snaps. “Perfectly fucking fine without you.”

      “Fine?” I repeat. “You were on your ass on the pavement staring down the barrel of a gun. Fifteen minutes out of my sight and that’s the kind of trouble you get into?”

      “That’s just how Drago and I fight.”

      I stare at her until her cheeks flush pink. “You wanna repeat that for me one more time?”

      “Shut up.”

      “That’s what I thought. Donovan, take us back.”
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      We drive through the bullet-ridden gates of my mansion a few minutes later. My men converge around the vehicle.

      “Take him down to the basement and restrain him properly,” I tell them as we get out. Immediately, two of the boys drag Drago out of the trunk. They’re not exactly gentle with him. I can tell that’s upsetting Renata. I’m slightly annoyed by that. But a part of me also marvels at the woman’s ability to feel for a man who had done nothing but hurt her for the last twenty years.

      Brother be damned. Some siblings just aren’t fucking worth the trouble.

      That’s how I see it, anyway. But then again, I’m blessed in that department.

      “You’re taking him to the basement?” Renata asks as my men drag Drago inside.

      He’s kicking and struggling a little, but it doesn’t seem very heartfelt. I have a feeling he just doesn’t want to be seen as meek or passive. He wants to be seen as a fighter.

      The ship might have already sailed on that one, though. Everyone under the sun knows Drago Lombardi is a goddamn coward.

      I head inside, aware that Renata is tailing my every move. I wait until we’re at the door to the basement before stopping abruptly. She slams into my back and I turn around with a smirk on my face. “Where do you think you’re going?” I ask pleasantly.

      “I’m going down there.”

      “No, I don’t think you are.”

      “He’s my brother,” she snaps.

      “I understand the relationship,” I tell her patronizingly. “What I don’t understand is the loyalty.”

      She tries to push past me, but I block her easily. I’m in her space. Or maybe she’s in mine. Whichever the case, the air between us feels rife with the kind of heat that could ignite fires.

      I’m pretty sure she’s aware of it, too—if her dilated pupils and hard nipples are any indication. Maybe this is our sick and twisted version of foreplay.

      I try and lob away the distracting thought. For a second there, I almost succeed.

      “Just let me come down with you,” she says, determination coloring her tone.

      I give a long-suffering sigh. “Ask nicely.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “You do like your control, don’t you?”

      I wait patiently, saying nothing.

      She hisses under her breath. “Fine. Master Kian, sir… please can I come down with you?”

      I frown. “Not sure I heard you right. Did you say ‘come down with you’ or ‘go down on you’?”

      Her eyes go wide and she tries to cover up her blush with a lot of pretend anger. “You fucking asshole—”

      Laughing, I gesture for her to follow me downstairs.
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      By the time we arrive in the cell, my men have Drago secured to a chair. His hands and legs are restrained and he’s still wearing his gag.

      I glance at Renata as the laughter dies on my lips. This is time for serious business.

      “This is my interrogation,” I warn her. “And that means I do the talking. You want to be here? That’s your call. But I don’t want you interfering.”

      She doesn’t really acknowledge my statement either way. Deciding that’s as close to agreement as I’m going to get from her, I leave her at the threshold and walk into the cell.

      “So,” I say to the Italian, “which slime-covered rock have you been hiding under all this time?”

      “Fuck you.”

      I sigh. Then I punch him hard, causing his jaw to go slack from the impact.

      “Hey!” comes a familiar protest from behind me.

      I ignore Renata and continue. “Let’s try again,” I say calmly. “Answer me or the pain’s going to get worse. Your choice, really. I’d appreciate it if you helped me out here, though. I’ve got a busy day.”

      Drago lifts his eyes to mine. His nose is bloodied, his lip is split, and there’s a bruise starting from the base of his chin up to his cheekbone.

      “I have more allies than you think,” he snarls. “But the night you dropped in… well, I was only able to escape because of my dear sister.”

      I keep my expression neutral, but I glance at her. She looks like she doesn’t know what he’s talking about. But I can’t help feeling a sickening sense of cold ripple through my stomach. Had she helped Drago escape that night? Has she known where he was all this time?

      Has she been the one in control from the beginning?

      “She called the cops,” Drago continues to boast. I can tell he’s desperate to show the reach of his power. “But she called the ones I taught her to call. The ones who recognize their true don.”

      The pieces are beginning to fit tougher. “Ah,” I muse. “So the two cops at the door were just a distraction.”

      “It was so easy to get you looking the wrong way, you stupid fucking Irishman,” Drago goes on. “Two clowns at the front door to keep you occupied. So it was simple business for a few more to come in the back and get me out while you two were pretending to play house.”

      I grit my teeth. He’s right—such a basic fucking plan and it did exactly what he wanted it to do.

      Though I am surprised by the allies he’s got hidden in the woodworks. I wouldn’t have thought there were many left in the force who still gave a damn about the Lombardi claims to mafia royalty.

      “Fair enough. Tip o’ the old cap to ya, mate. So what’s the plan now?” I ask.

      He flashes his teeth in a snarl. “I’m done talking.”

      “Guess that makes it easy for me then,” I say with a shrug.

      Then I start talking with my fists.

      CRUNCH.

      CRUNCH.

      CRUNCH.

      Skin splits, blood spills, bone breaks underneath a hailstorm of punches. Lombardi grunts in agony for the first few, but the ones that come after that are met with silence.

      That is, until I feel a determined weight attach itself to my right arm. I shake it off hard. Renata goes flying back against the wall.

      “Stop!” she begs, straightening up immediately and launching herself at me once again.

      I whirl on her. “I thought I made it clear you that were not to interfere.”

      “He’s my brother,” she cries—as though that means a fucking thing. As though that changes the evil stuff this bastard is made out of.

      I shove her back against the wall, and for the third time, she comes flying back at me. She’s not just going to stand back and watch this play out. So I drop my fists and grab her instead.

      “Hey, what the fuck are you doing?” she screeches.

      Ignoring her, I throw her over my shoulder and leave Drago behind in the cell with my men.

      “Kian! Let me down!”

      “The thing is, darling… that’s not fucking happening.”
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      True to his word, he doesn’t put me down. He keeps walking. Up the stairs to the main body of the house and beyond, until we’re back in the room I vacated mere hours ago.

      The instant my feet hit the ground, I shove him away from me, but his body may as well be concrete and steel for all the impact it makes. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “Me?” he growls. “I thought I told you to be quiet down there. Did I fucking stutter?”

      “I will not be ordered around!” I yell back right in his face. “I am not your goddamn pet. I will not heel just because you bark a command at me.”

      “But you’re willing to keel when your brother shows up?”

      My hand flies at him, palm straight up, ready to make contact with his face. But he’s too fucking fast. So fast that, before I know it, he’s got my wrist pinned against the wall. His body presses up against mine, effectively trapping me where I stand.

      “You don’t like hearing the truth, princess?” he rasps in my face.

      “He is my brother,” I say for the dozenth time. Each time, it feels flimsier and flimsier. Like it matters less and less.

      “He doesn’t give a shit about you,” Kian tells me bluntly. “You know that.”

      The strength is quickly fading from my voice. “He’s all I have.”

      “Listen to yourself,” he growls. “Nothing you’re saying makes the least bit of sense.”

      I try and avoid his eyes, but he’s so damn close. His breath tickles my nose, and yet, all I want to do is lean in closer. To drown in his scent, his taste, his touch.

      “You don’t know anything about my life or—”

      “I know what you’ve told me,” he counters. “I know that you stabbed your brother that night I showed up at the door. Why did you stab him, Renata? Eh? Tell me! Go on, fucking tell me!”

      I turn my face to the side stubbornly. I want to squirm away from him as badly as I want to inch closer.

      I can’t move in either direction, though. Kian holds me in place with his body and with his free hand, he grabs my jaw and forces me to meet his eyes. The static between us feels combustible.

      I need to breathe, but at the same time, I don’t want to lose his body heat.

      Nothing makes sense. Not a single goddamn thing.

      Who’s my enemy?

      Who’s my ally?

      Who am I supposed to hate?

      Who am I supposed to love?

      “You stabbed him because he was trying to attack you,” Kian tells me. “And now you’re defending him. Why? It doesn’t add up.”

      I push my body against his, but all that does it fuse us together more completely. “He is my brother, the only family member I have left,” I say through gritted teeth. “And that’s because of you. He’s all I have because of you. My brother may be a monster, but he is still my brother. Nothing will ever change that. What kind of person would I be if I turned my back on him?”

      “A stronger one. A better one. A freer one.”

      I feel a tear slip down my cheek, but I can’t even summon up the effort to be mortified by it.

      Then, abruptly, Kian releases me.

      My legs tremble, but I manage to stay on my feet. He takes a step back and cold air engulfs me. There’s now at least three inches between us, but the distance feels gigantic.

      “It’s time you saw your brother for what he really is,” he intones. “You’re willing to forgive for what he’s done to you. But are you willing to forgive him for his other crimes?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Aisling told you her story, didn’t she?”

      “You know she did.”

      “Then what would you do in my position?” Kian asks. “What would you do to the men who trafficked her and used and abused her as a sex slave for years?”

      My head is reeling from the sudden subject change, but I go with it. “I… I’d stop them.”

      “Yeah?” he asks. “How do you stop men like that?”

      I sigh. “I’d have to kill them.”

      “Precisely. Which is what I did. Problem is, some of them got away.”

      I shake my head. “Kian, what does this have to do with—”

      “Did Aisling also tell you there was a lot of Lombardi money tied into the trafficking ring?”

      I tense, but I nod through the guilt. “But Drago had nothing to do with those deals or that money,” I say defensively. “He was a child himself when my father—”

      “Your brother was aware of those deals when he got older. He tried to reinstate himself in the family business.”

      I frown. “What are you saying…?”

      “Lombardi money is still being used to fund the sex trafficking industry, Renata,” Kian tells me without remorse. “Your brother saw to that. He’s looking to invest in the rings; he’s looking to expand them. There’s a huge container port facility on Lombardi territory that he’s planning to use to move the women and girls as soon as he seals the deal with the Greeks.”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head, clinging to denial. “No, that can’t be right. The trafficking died with my father.”

      “You’re right—it did,” Kian tells me. “Until your brother brought it back to life.”

      “No…”

      “Aisling wanted nothing to do with you when I first asked her to take care of you,” he continues. “But I explained to her that you were as much a victim as she was.”

      My eyes snap to his. “That’s an unfair comparison.”

      “Is it?” he asks coldly. “You told me you were sold into marriage at eighteen for the purpose of consolidating the Lombardi empire.”

      I shudder as his words hit home. Stating it so bluntly, so simply, makes it feel all the more horrifying and real.

      “Isn’t he trying to do it again?” Kian goes on. “Isn’t he trying to sell you to Yannis Rokiades?”

      This time, I really can’t breathe. I push past Kian and start pacing as my breathing becomes more and more labored. There’s a point at which denial becomes so strong that it turns poisonous.

      When I finally stop pacing, I turn to Kian. Our eyes lock. I feel like I want to scream. Instead, I walk past him and out of the room.

      “Where are you going?” he asks.

      But I don’t answer. I retrace our path back to the cellar and rush down the stairs, conscious about all the men surrounding my monster of a brother. I burst into the dark cell and stand right in front of Drago. His head is lolling on his chest, he’s in obvious pain, but I feel nothing.

      “I want a moment alone with my brother,” I order Kian’s men.

      Predictably, none of them budge. That is, until I feel Kian a few feet away from me, standing at the threshold. He must nod or offer some silent signal, because a few seconds later, his men clear out and leave me alone with Drago.

      When they’re gone, I stride over to my brother and standing in front of him. “Look at me,” I bark.

      He raises his eyes to mine for a moment. His face is a mess of blood, snot, bruises, and tears. “You fucking whore,” he snarls. “What did you do? Spread your legs for the enemy? You think that he’ll spare your life? You think—”

      “Shut up!” I yell. “Just shut the hell up. I’m talking. For once in your goddamn life, shut up and let me talk.”

      Drago looks at me as though I’ve lost my mind. Hell, maybe I have. But I need answers. Real answers. Even if they horrify me.

      “Is it true?”

      “What?”

      “Is it true that you’ve been investing in… in… underground sex trafficking rings?”

      “That’s business that doesn’t concern you.”

      “Answer me!”

      He narrows his eyes. “How do you think I was able to rent out that last house?” he asks me. “Did you think the money just fell out of the trees? All our money got burned up when he took it from us! I had to fucking work for what we had!”

      “Work?” I repeat incredulously. “You call that work? You didn’t work for shit. You sold women to get money. You forced them into sex slavery!”

      “How do you think the Lombardi empire was built, you stupid little bitch?” he screams, his eyes bulging with fury. “How do you think our father lived the life he lived? We were fucking titans! We were fucking gods of New York!”

      Delusions of grandeur. That is the only term I can think of now as I look at my crazed older brother. My stomach twists with disgust. I don’t know whether to throw up or put a gun to my head.

      My entire family has profited off the backs of women and girls. I have profited off them. I didn’t know it, but what kind of excuse is that? Had I survived all these years because of the money earned from pain and suffering and oppression?

      “There’s still time for you to earn back my trust,” Drago tells me. “Get me out of here and maybe I can salvage the plan. Maybe we can salvage our empire. Remember what I told you about him, Renata. He’s scum. He’s a monster. You can’t trust the Irish. They’re fucking lowlifes.”

      “The only lowlife that I can see here is you.”

      His eyes go wide. But before but he can throw another insult in my face, I slap him hard across the jaw. My hand is probably going to bruise from the force of it. But I don’t care. It’s fucking worth it.

      Let him feel just a sliver of the pain he’s caused.

      And, God help me… let me feel some, too.
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THE VERANDA OUTSIDE KIAN’S OFFICE—A LITTLE WHILE LATER

        

      

    

    
      A light breeze dances across the private patio just outside my office space. The clouds above me unfurl like moody ghosts, but they’re moving fast. The rain might bypass us completely.

      I stare at the pair of handcuffs on the table in front of me without a single thought crossing the blank canvas of my mind.

      “Kian?”

      “What? Sorry,” I say, forcing myself back to the conversation I’m in the middle of. “What was that again?”

      “Am I just talking to myself?” Cillian asks on the phone.

      “For a few minutes there, you were.”

      “Do you have to be such a dick all the time?”

      “I learned from the best.”

      Cillian grumbles into the phone. I laugh. Strange—usually, it’s the other way around. “I was just telling you that Saoirse’s fucking rooster has woken me up at the crack of dawn for the third straight morning in a row.”

      “She has a rooster?”

      “Jesus. Yes, because she decided she wanted a farmyard vibe here, remember?”

      I snort with laughter. “That’s just perfect. The don turned farmer.”

      “Keep it up, mate. I will fly down to New York just to kick your ass.”

      “I’d like to see you try, old man,” I counter.

      “If I weren’t so fucking sleep deprived, I would.”

      I chuckle, but my eyes keep moving to the handcuffs. Drago is still contained in the cell in the basement. He’s been restrained, but the question remains: what is my next move?

      “Does the reason you’re distracted have anything to do with this Lombardi girl you seem so, shall we say, concerned about?”

      “Who said I was concerned?” I ask defensively.

      “You do, every time you talk about her. It’s in your tone.”

      “Jesus—”

      “Scoff all you want. You know I’m right,” Cillian insists.

      I shake my head. The older he gets, the more like Da he becomes.

      “Well, am I right?”

      “It’s not her,” I snap. “It’s her brother.”

      “He wouldn’t even be a problem if you didn’t care for the girl,” Cillian says. “Admit it: the only reason he’s alive is because of her.”

      I’m too damn proud to cop to that, so I deflect instead. “The Lombardis have more support than I anticipated. Now that they’re strengthened by the Greek alliance, I have to be cautious.”

      “If you need a few men deployed—”

      “No,” I say, before he can even finish the sentence. “I can handle this.”

      “We’re on the same team, Kian.”

      “Are we?” I seethe. “Because for the last twenty years, we’ve felt pretty separate.”

      Cillian sighs. “Are you really going to do the whole angsty teenager thing now?” he asks. “Because let me be honest—at your age, it’s not so cute.”

      I ignore that. “I need to neutralize Rokiades first,” I continue, talking as much to myself as to him. “He’s the more dangerous threat at the moment, and Lombardi might have information about their plans.”

      “And the girl?”

      “The girl is innocent in all this,” I retort. “She’s a victim. I don’t see the need to do anything other than protect her.”

      “She’s a high-value commodity and should be exploited as such, Kian.”

      As if I didn’t fucking know that. It’s why I’m so on edge. Rokiades isn’t going to be able to form a true coalition without Renata. Drago is dispensable, but she isn’t.

      It won’t matter either way. I don’t want that sick fucker getting his hands on her under any circumstances. I won’t let that happen.

      “I’ll keep you posted,” I tell Cillian. “Take care of your family.”

      “Take care of yourself, Kian. Saoirse worries about you.”

      I smile, knowing that he’s hiding his own concerns in his wife’s sentiment. I’ve learned to read between the lines over the years.

      I pour another drink from the bottle on the table and lean back in my chair, wondering how the hell I even ended up in this mess. I should’ve killed Renata the second she opened the door of that Long Island shithole. It would’ve spared us from all of this. But we’re long past that point. And the things I feel for her now are—

      Before I can put a name to those emotions, I hear the door to my office swing open tentatively.

      I’m expecting one of the boys, but a glance to my side reveals Renata’s graceful profile. “Hi,” she says awkwardly.

      Raising my eyebrows, I put my half-empty glass down and sit up a little straighter. “What are you doing here?”

      “Aisling told me where to find you.”

      I gesture for her to sit down next to me. Surprisingly, she does. Her expression is mellow, but her body is tense.

      “I never really knew my mother,” she says abruptly. She’s not really looking at me at all. Her eyes are fixed on the distant horizon.

      “I didn’t know that,” I say, wondering where she’s going with this. “Hell of a conversation starter, though.”

      She ignores the joke as if she didn’t even hear it. “And my father… Well, he wasn’t really interested in me at all. I don’t even remember him glancing my way, much less kissing me or hugging me. I was raised to age five by maids and nannies, most of whom only stayed around because they were terrified of what would happen if they tried to quit.”

      She hesitates. I say nothing. Just giving her the space to say whatever it is she came to say to me.

      “As for Drago…”

      There it is. Here comes the truth.

      “…It was just him and me for a very long time,” she says. “I suppose I’ve simply gotten used to making excuses for him.”

      “Why?” I ask. “Because he’s the only one who never left you?”

      She winces. “Is that pathetic?” she asks in a small voice.

      I sigh. “No, it’s not.”

      “I know you don’t understand,” she says. “I get it. It’s hard to understand when you don’t have the complication of hating your siblings and trying to love them at the same time.”

      “There are moments I’ve hated my siblings, too,” I admit.

      “Really?” she asks. “When?”

      “When I was much younger. I felt abandoned. By all of them.”

      “All of them?” she repeats.

      “It felt like they’d all abandoned me,” I tell her. “And I suppose that’s exactly what they did. They had their reasons. But when you’re ten and you idolize your older brothers, it fucking stings to know they’ve walked away from you one by one.”

      She’s staring at me intently, but I know she needs to hear this.

      “Sean chose to leave the family instead of taking on the mantle of don. Cillian was forced out because he had the audacity of defending the woman he loved. I was too young to get it then. So I was angry.”

      “You were ten?”

      “My parents liked to keep big gaps between their kids. Their oldest and youngest children were born twenty years apart.”

      “Your oldest brother is twenty years older than you?” she asks, nose wrinkling in confusion.

      I shake my head. “My sister.”

      Her eyes go wide. “Oh. I think I saw a picture of her in one of the rooms on the second floor.”

      “That’s her. Aoife. I suppose, of all three, she had the best excuse for leaving,” I say, knowing full well what I’m getting into by mentioning her at all.

      “Why did she leave?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “I’ve got nothing but time.”

      I grimace. “So be it. Don’t say I didn’t warn you. Aoife… She was sixteen when one of the Clan’s rival mafia families approached my father with the possibility of an alliance. Darragh Kinahan was their heir. The idea was to—”

      “Marry them off,” she deduces.

      I nod. “Aoife refused, and my father didn’t force her. The Kinahans didn’t take the rejection well, though. Not only did it fuel tensions between the two families, Darragh Kinahan decided that the only way to salvage his broken pride was to abduct Aoife and force her to marry him like he wanted.”

      Renata shudders. “Oh my God…”

      “Of course, it led to a war,” I continue. “My father stormed the Kinahan compound. We managed to rout them, but by the time he got to the room where Aoife was imprisoned, it was too late.”

      “No…”

      “She’d killed herself hours earlier,” I explain grimly. “She’d been dead through the entire war the Clan had fought to rescue her.”

      Renata stares at me in horror. “Kian, I’m so sorry…”

      “It was a long time ago,” I say, brushing aside her sympathies. “I wasn’t even born.”

      But she doesn’t look away. “She and I have shared trauma,” she says after a moment of silence. “The same thing happened to us.”

      I know my delivery of what I have to say next will come across as harsh. Even cruel. But I don’t care. She needs to see her brother for who he really is.

      “It’s not the same thing at all,” I snarl. “Aoife wasn’t forced into that marriage by her family. My father would never have made her do anything she didn’t want to do. When she was taken, the Clan fought tooth and nail to get her back.”

      I look up at her. I make sure I’m looking her in the eye when I say the final piece: “Your brother sold you to the enemy because all he’s ever wanted is power. And he’d send you to hell a thousand times over to get it.”

      She cringes back, but doesn’t deny it.

      How could she? It’s true.

      “I know you think your brother is all you have, Renata,” I tell her. “But he’s not…”

      I stop short when I see the glassiness in her eyes. She looks emotional. It’s the second time I’ve seen her unravel so fast in front of me.

      “But that’s just it,” she says. “He is the only family I have. The only family I will ever have.”

      “Renata…”

      “Logan did a lot more than take away my ability to trust men,” she whispers. “He took away my ability to have children, too.”

      I don’t know why, but my body feels cold. Like an Arctic breeze is blowing on me and me alone. “What?”

      She nods. “He hurt me, Kian. The doctor told me that the internal damage to my womb was… unfixable. I’ll never bear children.”

      My muscles tense instantly. And again, I see red. Lucky for this biker bastard that he’s dead. If he wasn’t… he’d be suffering like no one in the history of humanity has ever suffered before.

      I can hear the quiet strength in her voice, hiding behind despair. “I don’t even know if I want kids,” she adds quickly. “I just…”

      “It wasn’t his choice to take away,” I finish.

      She nods as a tear slips down her cheek. It’s the second time I’ve seen her cry today. And it fucking eats me up inside.

      Which is new. I’ve always been a cold motherfucker. Other people’s emotions have never touched me personally. I can feel sympathy, but empathy has always been hard for me.

      Until her.

      Until Renata Lombardi.

      Until fate brought me back in front of the daughter of my slaughtered enemy, and bound us together with something I still don’t have the words to explain.

      Before I can stop myself, I reach out and cup the side of her face with my hand. She doesn’t flinch away from me. In fact, she leans into my hand and her tear falls right into my palm. Her eyes meet mine, and that unspoken attraction between us burgeons until it’s undeniable.

      Something has to be done about it.

      All I’m aware of is her. She blocks out everything else. I pull her into my lap and my cock springs up so fast that I wince. As her hands travel down my chest, I notice the sadness in her eyes has been replaced by something else.

      Hunger. Lust. Desire.

      Her fingers trail down my left arm as she leans in, her lips parted. The kiss falls over me like a cloud. It’s not the kind I’m used to. It’s too soft, too gentle. Too cautious.

      But somehow, that makes it so much more intense. Her body presses down against me, shivering slightly, but I can feel how hard her nipples are.

      I have to concentrate hard to hold myself back. I know what she’s been through with men and I don’t want to contribute to her anxiety. But it’s not in my nature to go gentle. I can’t remember the last time I even tried.

      For her, though… For Renata, I can—

      CLICK.

      My focus shatters when I feel a sharp, metallic coldness at my left wrist.

      Renata leans away from me with a subtle smile. Only then do I realize that she’s managed to handcuff me to the arm in my own fucking chair.

      My skin prickles with horrified goosebumps for a moment. The fear I had earlier today resurfaces. Has she been playing me from the start? Is Renata Lombardi the queen, and I’m just a pawn on her chessboard?

      Her smile seems so fucking sinister in the dim light. Vicious and…

      No. I’m wrong. It’s not that at all. As she moves into the arc of light, I see her face in full, and all my fears fall away.

      Renata grinds her pussy against my cock as she unbuttons my shirt with thin, trembling fingers. “It’s not easy for me to give up control to a man,” she whispers. “Maybe this way, I can give myself to you and not be so… scared.”

      She drags her eyes up to mine like it’s the hardest thing she’s ever done. She studies my expression carefully. Fretfully. I can tell she’s nervous.

      “Okay?”

      I growl and nod. “I’ll take you any way I can get you.”
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      In my twenty-five years, I’ve never once understood the concept of “getting wet.” It feels more like the kind of thing women say because it sounds sexy, when in actuality, they’re not really feeling much of anything down there.

      But when Kian says those words—growls them, really, in a deep, feral voice that drips of masculine energy—I understand completely.

      “I’ll take you whichever way I can get you.”

      As soon as they leave his lips, my pussy throbs with renewed desire and I feel moisture pooling between my legs. My body wants him and only him. It doesn’t need anything else.

      His left arm is cuffed to the chair. Without that buffer, I’m not sure I’d be as confident. It’s hard for him, though—that much is obvious. He keeps pulling at his steel tether, his hand clenching into a fist before releasing again.

      A frustrated growl escapes his lips, but somehow, that just makes my pussy clench harder. I can feel the hard bulge of his cock and I’m desperate to touch him.

      His free hand is looped around my waist, cupping my ass possessively. I run my hand down his chest, slowly undoing the buttons to hide the fact that my fingers are trembling. I’m pretty sure he notices, though. His blue eyes are dark and they’re watching me with unblinking focus.

      “Is this what it feels like for you?” I ask with a shaky voice. “When you’ve got a woman chained and at your mercy?”

      His lips twitch upwards in a wry grin. “What does it feel like for you?”

      “Scary.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “Then no,” he replies. “It doesn’t feel the same for me.”

      “So I’m doing it wrong?”

      “You’re unpracticed,” he tells me. “But it’s simple. You want control?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then take it.”

      Those words send fire coursing through me. His cock jumps, brushing against my leg and I abandon all thought to act on pure instinct.

      I unzip him and pull his cock free. It’s large, both in length and in girth. A cock that size might have filled me with dread at one time. I would’ve seen it as a weapon trying to kill me. But now, all I can feel is excitement.

      “You like what you see, Renata?” Kian asks, watching my expression.

      “Yes. God, yes.”

      He squeezes my ass and then tries to undress me with one hand. But I push his hand away from me and instead pin it to the armrest.

      He’s definitely turned on, but there’s a part of him that’s still fighting for dominance, too.

      “I’ve never been in control like this before,” I tell him.

      “Because no man has ever allowed you to be.”

      I realize that, despite the steel cuffs, Kian is strong enough to dominate me even in this position. But he’s holding himself back. He’s giving me the reins because he knows that this is what I need.

      Once I’ve unbuttoned his shirt, I push the fabric aside and marvel at the ripples and indentations of his muscles. He’s so fucking beautiful that for a long time, I just touch him and stare. Every so often, he bucks underneath me, making sure his cock is pressed up against my pussy. I know he’s impatient, but I like that. I like knowing that sex will only happen if and when I want it to.

      Rubbing my pussy against his naked cock, I lean in and kiss him. It’s a deep kiss and I find myself enjoying the sensation of his tongue in my mouth.

      It’s strange. I used to hate French kissing. It always felt invasive to me. An act of ownership, not love.

      But I realize now that that was only because I was kissing all the wrong men. When I kiss Kian… it’s different.

      I break the kiss and push myself off Kian’s lap. Then I peel off my clothes, one by one, until I’m standing naked in front of him. Strangely, I don’t feel conscious of the fact that he’s still relatively clothed and I’m bare.

      In fact, I feel powerful. I feel alive.

      His eyes rake over my body unapologetically. I bask in the attention for a moment before climbing back on his lap. He welcomes me with an ass squeeze so hard that I wince and twitch.

      “Hands to yourself, Master Kian,” I tease.

      “Fuck that,” he growls at me. “You can’t stand naked in front of me and expect me to do nothing.”

      “That’s exactly what I expect,” I murmur, leaning in and biting his bottom lip.

      I let my tongue roam over it for a moment. Then I bite down hard enough to draw blood.

      He takes a sharp inhale in surprise. His eyes are wide when I pull away, and I can tell he hasn’t expected me to be quite so aggressive.

      I give him a teasing smile. “Scared now?”

      “On the contrary,” he fires back, “I’m intrigued. More so than I already was.”

      I press my hips against him and his cock lines up against my pussy. I start rubbing myself against him.

      He moans angrily. “How much longer are you going to do that for?”

      “For as long as I fucking want, Kian O’Sullivan,” I whisper in his ear, bucking against his cock while his free hand digs into my ass cheek.

      I can feel his tip slip between my lips. Just for a moment, but when it happens, a thrill so intense shoots through my body that goosebumps erupt over my skin.

      “Your body’s giving you away,” Kian informs me smugly.

      In reply, I slink down between his thighs, wrap two hands around his shaft, and give him an agonizingly long, slow lick from base to tip. He hardens even more, his cock pulsing with need and a tiny bead of precum glistening in the light.

      “So is yours,” I tease right back.

      All he can do is throw his head back and groan.

      I take to my feet again. With my knees outside of his hips, I use his shoulders as leverage and lower myself down on top of him one tiny fraction of an inch at a time. I gasp, groan, and mutter nonsense syllables. His cock feels bigger going in than it looks. I’m being split in two.

      When the final inch goes and our hips are flush together, I actually cry out. “Fuck,” I gasp, closing my eyes to try and contain the new wave of sensations scouring through me.

      Kian squeezes my ass, urging me on. “Come on, baby. Ride me.” His voice is huskier and deeper than ever. It feels like my cells are vibrating in response to every word he speaks.

      I don’t mind the order. In fact, I like it. I want him to tell me what he wants so I can give it and take it away whenever I choose.

      I start grinding against him, taking it easy and adjusting myself to his size. He’s moving, too, as much as he can. I can tell that’s he’s intensely uncomfortable having his hand bound.

      His free hand is on the small of my back, pushing me back and forth, coaxing me to pick up the movement and ride him harder.

      It feels too good not to give him that. At some point, I lose all semblance of control. The harder I buck against him, the more desperate for his cock I become.

      Something is coming for me in the distance. I’ve never actually had an orgasm before. But that makes sense, since sex was never about pleasure for me in the past.

      At best, it was a distraction. At worst, it was torture.

      But this… Jesus, this… With one hand, gripping his neck, and the other on his taut stomach, I bounce on his cock until I’m screaming.

      We’re on his veranda, exposed to the elements. The patio is private, but sound carries, especially out in the open like this. Who knows which of Kian’s neighbors or soldiers can hear me?

      Good thing I don’t fucking care.

      I look down at Kian’s face. The desire I see blazing there just makes me want him more. I slam my hips against his, taking his cock even deeper.

      Kian pulls at his restrained hand, and I notice the slat he’s cuffed to begin to give way.

      “Fuck,” he moans as I pick up the pace.

      And then I hear the crunch of splintering wood, and Kian’s hand is free. The cuff hangs off his wrist, still attached to the jagged plank of light wood, but he doesn’t even seem to notice.

      He stands up, keeping my legs wrapped around his waist as he carries me to the patio table only a foot away. He places me down on the edge, keeping his hand firmly on my thighs.

      He’s only half inside me, but the moment I’m lying flat on the slightly gritty patio table, he slams back all the way in—hard.

      I feel the surge of fear, unsettled by how easily he was able to overpower me. But there’s also something incredibly sexy about the way he had ripped free of his restraint. Pure power and lust and dominance.

      He fucks me so hard that all I can hear is the animalistic sound of flesh meeting flesh. The slap, slap, slap of skin on skin. Then, with both hands, he grabs my breasts, squeezing them gently as he bears down on me with so much force that it shocks another orgasm loose.

      At first, I’m not sure what’s happening. I wonder if he’s broken me.

      But then I realize, the sensation flooding my body isn’t unpleasant. In fact, it feels… out of control, in a way that I actually welcome. There’s a certain amount of fear, but I can overlook that in light of what I’m feeling. I want to grip something, but I can’t seem to steer my hands. I end up clawing at the table I’m lying on, tearing up chunks of the soft wood as I moan like I’m possessed.

      Kian doesn’t stop fucking me, not even for a second. He keeps going, more machine than man.

      His expression is both terrifying and titillating, and all it takes is one look at him to wrench yet another orgasm from me. One that’s more violent, more out of control than the last.

      When I come, so does he. Long, savage thrusts, burying himself all the way inside me.

      Only then does his body start to slow, a sheen of sweat glimmering over his taut skin. He pumps into me a few more times before he stops altogether.

      A drop of sweat travels from his neck, down to his chest. It moves slowly and I can’t seem to take my eyes off it. With Kian still inside me, I sit up and lean in. Then I lick the sweat right off his chest.

      When I look up at him, he’s staring down at me intently. The hunger in his eyes has ebbed somewhat, but the desire is still there, burning hot.

      He slips out of me a moment later. I feel a sense of loss at the absence of him between my legs. I’m sore, but it’s the kind of soreness that’s satisfying.

      Kian buttons up his pants but ignores his open shirt as he walks back into his office. When he returns, the cuffs are gone and he’s holding two glasses filled with a murky brown liquid.

      He hands me one of them. I sniff it cautiously. “Whiskey?”

      “Irish whiskey. The best in the world,” he tells me. “Take small sips.”

      I do. The first note is dark and dusky, but the bitterness ebbs after a moment and there’s a salty-sweetness just underneath.

      Kian sits back down on the chair, the same one I’d cuffed him to. Then he gestures for me to join him. It’s an intimate gesture, but I’m not scared off by it.

      I get off the table and reach for my clothes. “No,” he says gruffly. “Leave them.”

      “I’m naked.”

      “That’s how I like you,” he says.

      It’s not a compliment or a tease or anything like that. Just a fact. Cold, hard, dark. It makes me shiver with a feeling I can’t name.

      “Now come here.”

      I’m about to argue, but one corner of his mouth twitches up like he knows exactly what I’m going to do. Sighing, I shrug my shoulders and climb onto his lap. My back settles against his arm and part of his chest and I rest my head against his shoulder.

      He smells of whiskey, sweat, and… me. It’s a fucking intoxicating combination.

      Both our faces are craned up towards the sky. I’d thought it was about to rain, but I notice that the dark clouds have moved on. The swirling vortex of rain has retreated into the far distance, somewhere above the ocean.

      “I’ve never really been outside of the city before,” I murmur.

      “Never?”

      I shake my head. “We were always running. Hiding. Plotting. There wasn’t exactly time to plan a vacation.”

      Kian stiffens beneath me.

      “It’s not accusation,” I add. I honestly hadn’t intended it that way at all. “It’s just a fact.”

      He hesitates, then seems to accept that. He sighs and relaxes. “Where would you go if you could?”

      I don’t have to think about my answer. “I’ve always wanted to see the Northern Lights,” I blurt. “In Iceland.”

      His eyes dart to me and then back to the sky. “This isn’t quite like that.”

      “No,” I chuckle. “It’s still beautiful. But the Northern Lights… I used to collect postcards of it when I was a teenager.”

      “Forget the postcards,” Kian tells me. “Go to Iceland and see the lights for yourself.”

      I sigh. “I don’t even have a passport,” I admit. “And even if I did, I don’t think I could ever get on a plane.”

      “Scared you’re gonna crash?”

      “Terrified.”

      “That’s irrational. You have a better chance of getting bit by a shark and struck by lightning in the same day.”

      I frown. “I wouldn’t call it irrational. Plane crashes happen.”

      “Yes, but the probability is low,” he counters again. “You’re safer in the air than you are on land.”

      “Makes sense. There are more men like you on land.”

      He pinches my side. I yelp with indignation, then settle back to my place nestled in the crook of his arm.

      “You know, there’s only one way to overcome your fears.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know,” I grimace. “Realizing that there’s nothing to be afraid of and facing them head-on. Blah, blah, fucking blah.”

      He shrugs. “No. You just have to realize there’s every reason to be scared. Then do it anyway.”
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      I haven’t felt this good in twenty years.

      As I go down to the cellar, I think about the fractional shift in the dynamic between Renata and me. One thing remains obvious: it’s going to be a tug of war, a fight for dominance and control. Hell, it’s always been like that—before I even knew it was happening. It began the day I killed her father. It probably won’t end until one or both of us is dead, too.

      It’s surprising how much that turns me on.

      Donovan is standing guard outside Drago’s door. He stifles a yawn when he notices me. “Boss,” he greets.

      “How’s the prisoner?”

      “Fucker complains a lot, especially about his broken arm,” Donovan replies. “I told him, ‘What do you need it for anyway? You aren’t goin’ anywhere.’ He’s whiny for a mafia brat.”

      “‘Brat’ is definitely the right word.”

      “Boss, you should know that his sister was down here earlier.”

      I frown. Maybe I should have thought twice before giving her freedom of the entire fucking house.

      “Don’t worry,” Donovan reassures me. “I didn’t let her into the cell.”

      “Did they speak?”

      “A little, through the partition,” he replies. “I tried to stop her and she threatened to cut off my balls.”

      I smirk. “She’s a feisty one.”

      “You don’t even know the half of it.”

      I walk past Donovan’s post and over to Drago’s cell, pushing the door open on silent hinges. Drago groans loudly, his body seizing up as though bracing for a hit. His eyes land on me. The fear in them is obvious.

      “Had a good night’s sleep?” I ask innocently.

      “Let me go,” he says. There’s no threat in his tone. It’s just desperation, pain and fatigue all rolled into one.

      “I’m afraid that’s not going to happen.”

      “Where’s Renata?” he croaks. “I want to speak to my sister.”

      “Your sister isn’t really in the mood to talk to you.”

      “She came down here earlier, you know,” Drago tells me. “She wanted to check on me.”

      “Your point?”

      “She cares.”

      I scoff. “What good does that do you?” I ask. “She can care about you as much as she wants. Doesn’t mean I do.”

      “You want her,” snarls Drago. “I can see it in your eyes. Do you really think she’d accept you if you killed me?” He must really be desperate if he’s pulling out the big guns.

      Unfortunately for him, all I do is laugh. “I’ll take the risk.”

      Despite the lack of light filtering into the cell, I can still see Drago pale. “My men will attack if they don’t hear from me soon.”

      “It’s been over twenty-four hours. What are they waiting for? A red carpet welcome?”

      “My men are loyal to me. And there’s more of them than you know.”

      I snort in contempt. “Your men don’t give a shit about you.”

      “I am the fucking don!” he whines petulantly.

      “No, you are a fucking child,” I retort. “Just because you’re playing pretend doesn’t mean everyone else has to humor your delusions. In any case, I know they won’t make a move on me. Not when they know I have Renata.”

      His eyes spark and I catch a glimpse of some secret that Drago’s been holding all these years. I decide to pull at that thread.

      “She’s important, isn’t she?” I press. “More important than you, somehow.”

      His eyes narrow. Even in his weakened state, he doesn’t like being compared to his sister. Even worse, he hates coming up short. “She’s a fucking useless whore.”

      My fist snaps across the air. CRACK. Drago’s head falls limply to the side. I’m worried I’ve knocked him out completely, but then he coughs up some blood and blinks hard.

      “I want answers,” I tell him. “Why is this marriage pact between Renata and Rokiades so important to both mafias?”

      Drago looks at me wearily. When he says nothing, I sigh with exasperation. “Fine,” I sigh. “You don’t want to talk? Maybe a little waterboarding will help loosen your tongue.”

      Drago’s eyes spark with panic as they widen. “No! No… not that…”

      “Donovan!” I call. “Get me a towel and a bucket of water. We’re going to have a little—”

      “Wait!” Drago all but screams. “Wait, just… what do you want to know?”

      Jesus. He hasn’t even seen the fucking water. “Pussy” doesn’t even begin to do it justice.

      “Let’s start simply. When did the alliance between you and Rokiades begin?”

      “A… a few months ago,” he spills. “Rokiades approached me.”

      “The Greek approached you?”

      “Yes,” Drago hisses. “I told you, the Lombardi name—”

      “Spare me,” I interrupt. “What was his plan?”

      “He wanted to unite our families,” Drago says grudgingly. “He wanted Renata.”

      “Hmm. What aren’t you telling me?” I ask, leaning in a little. “And I’d think twice before you decide to lie. We’ve got an endless supply of water here, believe it or not.”

      Drago snarls for a moment before his courage gives way. “Because… because of her mother.”

      I freeze. “The fuck did you just say?”

      “Her mother,” Drago repeats through gritted teeth. “Isabella Mariani.”

      “Mariani,” I repeat under my breath, trying to place the name. “Mariani, Mariani…”

      Then realization dawns.

      The Marianis were big players in New York decades ago. Long before the Clan showed up on the scene. Long before the Lombardis rose to power. They were small-time, but well respected across the city. The patriarch of the family was known for helping struggling Italian immigrants. He was also known for being content with his lot, happy with the family’s pull, their power, and their territories. Which is the only reason I’ve allowed them to coexist with the clan in New York these past two decades.

      They’ve never craved power before. So why now? And where does Rokiades come into all this?

      “The day the Clan stormed the house, my father was getting married,” Drago tells me, as if I’ve forgotten. “The woman he was marrying was Isabella Mariani.”

      I frown. “Renata was five years old at the time. What’s this got to do with her?”

      “Yeah, and?” Drago asks. “My father stuck his cock in the Mariani bitch long before they got married. She made him wait. Or she needed to be convinced, maybe; I don’t know the whole fucking story. But I do know that, when she got pregnant, my father insisted the baby live under his roof. Five years later, the demanding bitch finally agreed to marry him.”

      I’m starting to see the bigger picture. It was all about power. Giorgio Lombardi knocked up the daughter of a rival so he’d have a bargaining chip. A way to coerce an alliance with the Marianis. To force them into the game.

      The details surrounding Renata’s conception are extremely vague, not to mention troubling, but I doubt I’ll find answers by interrogating the pathetic fuck in front of me.

      “Except that he never got the chance to tie the knot,” Drago sneers, a twinkle of malice in his eyes. “Because your beasts descended on the house before he had even left to the church.”

      “I’m familiar with that part of the story,” I reply dryly. “So Rokiades is trying to rally Lombardi and Mariani men under his control. Interesting.”

      “They would be under my control, too.”

      I want to laugh, but instead I bite my tongue and decide to let him keep believing in that particular fantasy—if only for a little bit longer. “I understand why the Lombardis would agree to this. You have everything to gain and nothing to lose. But why would the Marianis?”

      Drago curls his upper lip at me. “Why do you think? Isabella Mariani died the same day my father did,” he snarls. “At the hands of your men.”

      “My men don’t kill women or children.”

      “How noble,” he mocks. “Except that she was found bleeding out in one of the rooms upstairs. You think that was a coincidence?”

      Fuck. That can’t be right. My heart is thudding in my chest, but I keep my expression neutral.

      “So that’s why Rokiades has his sights set on Renata,” I say. “She isn’t just a Lombardi. She’s a Mariani, too. She is more important than you are.”

      “I told you want you wanted. Will you let me go now?”

      Frowning, I leave him in his cell as he screams obscenities at my back.

      “If he keeps yelling, feel free to shut him up,” I tell Donovan on my way out. “By any means necessary.”
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        * * *

      

      I leave the mansion and make my way to the dock, where my personal yacht floats serenely by the water’s edge. I climb aboard, feeling my tendons tense with renewed anxiety, and go down to the lower deck.

      Up top, everything is gilded, refined, luxurious. The lower interiors are nothing but austere and functional practicality.

      But that’s exactly the point. A vessel that hides more sinister secrets.

      I ignore the door on my right, though I do shiver a little as I pass it. When we first brought Renata here, I had a plan that involved the room behind that door. A quick route to breaking her spirit.

      Now, things have changed. The purpose of that room has shifted, become more straightforward. But that will come later.

      I keep walking past it, straight to the dark red door that stays locked at all times. I have the only key. I unlock it and slip inside. Immediately, I’m hit by the smell of metal and oil. The cache here is tiny compared to the weapons vault I have in Manhattan. But it holds everything I need to do my job. Not to mention that the whole boat is rigged to detonate at the slightest sign of forced entry. Which means any cops who decide to snoop on my property will never be able to procure evidence. Nothing to pin on me. Just another precaution in the life of a don.

      I’m picking out my weapons of choice when I hear the distinct sounds of footsteps on the top deck, just above my head. Then they start thunking down the stairs—towards me.

      No one else has permission to be aboard. Whoever’s here most definitely does not work for me.

      Drago swore his men were coming for him. Is this the first sign of that assault? Or maybe they’re here for Renata.

      Raising a gun, I step out of the door and prepare to shoot.
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      It’s not the first time I’ve stared down the barrel of a gun. But the fact that Kian is the one holding it up to my face feels wrong somehow. I freeze before my foot can take the next step.

      Kian freezes, too. Then his expression flutters with relief. He straightens up and drops the gun. “Goddammit, Renata,” he huffs. “I’m gonna need to get you a bell or something.”

      I roll my eyes. “I thought you were more into collars.”

      That earns me a reluctant smile. “What are you doing here?” he grumbles.

      “What are you doing here?”

      He glances at the weapon in his hand. “Looks to me like I’m holding a gun.”

      “Anticipating company?”

      Kian’s expression betrays nothing, but I can tell he’s on edge. Or maybe he’s just not telling me something. “The Lombardis and the Greeks will know by now that I have both of you,” he answers me. “That makes this place a target. I don’t intend to be a sitting duck.”

      He’s looking at me intently, trying to gauge my reaction. I just shrug. “Fair enough.”

      “Right. Fair enough. Were you looking for me?” he asks.

      “I noticed you walking up to the dock from the pool. So I followed.”

      “Did you want to handcuff me to anything else?” he jokes. But the anxiety never fully leaves his eyes.

      I glance around the private cabin we’re standing in, surprise by how bare bones it is. I’d expected a lounge area, a fully stocked bar, maybe even a bed. There is a bar in the corner, but it’s clearly empty and untouched.

      “Only if you give me a reason to,” I say distractedly. “Why exactly is it so depressing down here?”

      “Because I use the yacht to store weapons and get from Point A to Point B,” he tells me. “I don’t need it to look pretty. I need it to do its job.”

      The explanation makes sense, but I’m still getting the feeling that he’s trying to get me off of here as fast as possible. “Wait,” I say, sniffing the air. “What is that smell?”

      “Renata,” he says impatiently, “why did you follow me here?”

      I frown. “I wanted to talk to you about my brother.”

      He can’t quite hide the automatic eyeroll that follows any mention of Drago. “What about him?”

      “His arm is broken.”

      “He’s lucky I didn’t break more.”

      “Kian!”

      “If you expect me to suddenly care about that fucker just because you do—”

      “That’s not what I’m asking,” I interrupt angrily. “I’m just asking for a little humanity.”

      He scoffs at that as he ushers me back to the staircase that leads to the upper deck.

      “Hey, what are you doing?”

      “We can discuss this back in the house.”

      “What’s wrong with here?”

      “It’s stuffy down here,” Kian replies, but his eyes dart to the door opposite us.

      I follow his gaze. “What’s in there?” I inquire. I dart forward, but when I try the handle, it’s locked.

      “More weapons.”

      I frown. “No, it’s not.” Sudden panic flushes through me. I don’t know how I know that, but I’m suddenly one thousand percent sure that he’s lying to me. “What the hell is in there, Kian?”

      He gives me an abrasive look laced with impatience. “You really want to know?”

      “Am I going to walk in there and see my brother’s body?” I ask bluntly.

      He raises his eyebrows and regards me calmly. “I wouldn’t lie about killing your brother,” he says.

      “Open the door, Kian.”

      I expect him to fight me, but he pulls out a small silver key and opens the door.

      The first thing that hits me is the smell. An overpowering mix of chemicals that I can’t quite distinguish from one another. As I step deeper into the room, my eyes adjust to the darkness and I realize that the walls are portioned out into compartments that look like beds. Except that they’re spaced too close together. Stacked one on top of the other, actually.

      They’re not beds. They’re containers.

      And I have no doubt about what’s inside of them.

      “Oh my God…”

      “Renata.”

      I whip around, my eyes wide horror. “These are bodies.”

      “It’s not what you think.”

      “What the fuck is this, Kian?”

      “It’s a… morgue,” he admits. “Sort of. The bodies are embalmed.”

      I shake my head, feeling suddenly dizzy and nauseous. “I don’t understand. Why would you keep your enemies’ bodies like this?”

      “Because they’re not my enemies,” he explains coldly. “These are my men.”

      I look around with a confused frown. “What…?”

      “These are all my men that have given their lives in the ongoing conflict between the Clan and your family’s supporters,” he tells me. “I’ve prepared their bodies to be transported back to Ireland so that their loved ones can bury them.”

      I freeze in place. Body after body after body… It’s morbid. It’s maybe the most nauseating thing I’ve ever seen in my life.

      But at the same time, I feel… relieved, maybe? I don’t know if that’s the right word, but it’s close.

      “Okay,” I say, doing my best to breathe and stay calm. “But why are they here? Shouldn’t they be, like, on their way to Ireland?”

      His eyes cloud over, and I realize I’ve unwittingly stumbled across the secret he’s been trying to keep from me.

      “Kian?”

      “I was going to bring you in here,” he tells me tonelessly. “I was going to show you the cost of your brother’s pointless war. To rub your nose in the blood and teach you how things work in the real world.”

      My mouth pops open. It’s unspeakably cruel. Foul. Heinous. What kind of man could even dream up such a thing?

      “It was at the beginning, Renata,” he tells me as he reads the horror on my face. “Before we… Before things changed between us.”

      I turn around, feeling bile rise up in my stomach. I stumble out of the room and towards the staircase. But even when I clumsily step onto the top deck, the fresh air I suck into my lungs does little to calm me down. The salt only reminds me of the chemicals in the room full of dead men just a few feet below.

      “Renata,” Kian says softly at my back.

      I head straight to the boat’s railings and grip the edge as I heave my guts over into the green-blue waters. I stare down at the ripples the wind is making until I feel a little better.

      When I finally straighten up, wiping the stringy spit from my lips, Kian is right there by my side. “Are you okay?”

      “Okay?” I repeat furiously. “After what you just told me, how could I be?”

      He frowns. “I explained to you why I planned it. And why I changed my mind.”

      “Why you changed your mind is immaterial,” I say dismissively. “You wanted to hurt me, guilt me… blame me.”

      “I wanted you to see reality,” he corrects. “You needed to understand—”

      “Bullshit! This wasn’t about me understanding anything,” I snap. “This was another way for you to control and manipulate me. You just wanted to see me suffer.”

      His expression hardens, but that only infuriates me further. Had he really expected me to understand? To empathize?

      “No, no, no. Cut that shit out. You don’t get to be mad right now,” I say, jabbing his chest with my finger.

      “Don’t I?”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      Kian’s eyes spark dangerously. “Your brother can sell you to a monster. Beat you repeatedly. He can set the fucking world on fire and you’ll make excuses for him. But when it comes to anyone else—”

      “Don’t try and twist this around,” I snarl at him. “It’s completely different.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he’s my brother, goddammit! My flesh and blood! And you’re just a power-hungry control freak who killed my father and stole me because you liked seeing me hurt.”

      “Stole you?” he hisses.

      I know I’m pushing the wrong button. But at this moment, I’m not interesting in de-escalation. I want a fight.

      “Yes,” I say, refusing to back down. “You stole me. Just like you stole my childhood, my father, and any sense of security I might have ever had.”

      He takes a step forward. “It was twenty fucking years ago,” he growls in my face. “And your father is the one who started a war he couldn’t win. I was defending my territory and my men. A don who can’t protect his people is no fucking don at all. You need to let this go. I’m not going to apologize for shit I can’t change. For shit I did before you.”

      “I—”

      “No,” he interrupts, “shut up and listen. You’re going to have to make a choice. You can forgive me for killing your parents. Or, if you can’t, then you’re free to go. You’re not my prisoner, remember? I showed you the door. You walked through it. These last few days, you’ve been here because you wanted to be.”

      It feels like a slap in the face, but I keep my expression controlled. “I’ve been here for my brother.”

      “Is that right?” he asks. “Were you thinking of your brother when you were fucking me?”

      At that, I slap him.

      I never actually make the decision to do it. It just happens on instinct, spurred by the anger coursing up my hand. And for a change, he doesn’t block it. Just a sharp, crisp SMACK as my palm connects with his bearded jaw.

      Kian’s face barely moves under the blow. He just stares at me with his piercing blue eyes as if it never happened. As if his cheek isn’t reddening with every passing second.

      “Truth hurts, doesn’t it, babe?” he asks without a shred of remorse. “But you can’t have it both ways. You can’t fuck me and hate me for depriving you of your parents at the same time.”

      I frown, his words piercing through my current veil of anger. “Parents?” I echo. “What are you talking about…? My mother was never in the picture.”

      He gives me an odd expression. I feel cold all of a sudden. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “I only just found out myself,” he says.

      “Found out what?” I ask, taking a step back.

      He allows me the distance. “The day of the attack, your father was getting married.”

      “Yes…”

      “Did you ever see his bride?” I ask. “Meet her?”

      I frown, wondering what relevance this had to do with my mother. “I glimpsed her… I think,” I tell him. “Once. She came to the house to get dressed for the wedding. Papa’s orders. She stuck her head into my bedroom and said hello. But I don’t remember much else.”

      Kian nods. “Her name was Isabella Mariani.”

      “Mariani?” I repeat. “As in… the Marianis?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, well, that makes sense,” I shrug. “I still don’t—”

      “She was your mother.”

      I stop short. “I… Excuse me?”

      Kian nods. “Isabella Mariani was your mother. She was the one marrying your father that day.”

      “That can’t be right.”

      “According to your brother, it is.”

      “My brother?” I repeat. “He’s the one that told you this?”

      “My men know the drill. They know how things work. They don’t kill women or children. Not that we expected to come across any that day. We thought the only people in the house was your father and his men. But there was an unforeseen casualty that day,” Kian continues. “Your mother bled out upstairs.”

      I’m still trying to process this bombshell, but Kian never gives me the time.

      “That’s why Rokiades approached Drago about a marriage alliance between the two of you. You’re not just a Lombardi, Renata. You’re a Mariani as well. You’re the heir to two families. Throw the Greek forces in, and you’re the key to uniting an alliance powerful enough to take over the whole city.”

      I lift my eyes, but it feels like I’m looking right through him. I’m trying to see past him to that day. The day my mother died.

      “It doesn’t make sense,” I say stubbornly.

      “I don’t know the whole story, Renata,” Kian says, his tone softening slightly. “I know only what Drago told me. But it does make sense. That’s why Drago kept you with him all these years. He knew your bloodline makes you infinitely more valuable. You were the secret weapon all along. Not him. You.”

      I just keep shaking my head, as though I can dislodge the revelation from my brain if I shake hard enough. “I never knew her,” I say softly.

      “Like I said, I don’t know the politics behind the story,” Kian says. “I don’t know the circumstances that led to your birth… or to the marriage, five years later.”

      I turn around and start walking towards the exit.

      “Renata.”

      I stop and turn slowly. But I don’t look at his face. I can’t.

      “I’m leaving,” I tell him.

      “You’re in shock,” he says carefully. “You need time to process, to accept. You’re also in danger. Rokiades wants you badly.”

      “You won’t force me to stay with you by scaring me.”

      “I’m not trying to—”

      “If you try and stop me, then you’re as bad as Darragh Kinahan,” I snap, plunging the dagger into his chest from across the boat.

      His jaw tightens. I can tell I’ve succeeded in insulting him. More importantly, I’ve hurt him.

      Good.

      Kian O’Sullivan killed my parents. Both of them, as it turns out. He deserves hurt. He deserves pain. He deserves to watch me walk away, knowing I’ll never forgive him for a single one of his sins.
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      “If you try and stop me, then you’re as bad as Darragh Kinahan.”

      Her words are pointed, laced with pent-up anger and frustration. She’s trying to get a rise out of me, and at the same time she’s trying to force me to back off.

      I might have done exactly that—if her fucking life wasn’t at risk.

      She turns her back on me and starts walking away. The sight alone is fucking intolerable. Renata Lombardi is not walking away from me. Not now. Not ever again.

      It takes me only three long strides to reach her. She notices me at the last moment and tries to squirm out of my reach. But I grab her and twist her around so she’s forced to face me.

      “You son of a bitch!” she yelps. “You gave me my freedom—isn’t that what you just told me a few seconds ago?”

      “You do realize the implications of what I just told you, don’t you?” I hiss. “Or do I need to spell it out for you?”

      “That you didn’t just kill my father; you killed my mother too?” she fires back. “That you’ll kill my brother the moment it suits you? That you’ll probably kill me as well, once this is all over?”

      “I know you’re angry,” I say, shaking her hard. “But I need you to put that anger aside for the moment and think straight.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Rokiades is after you.”

      “What else is new?”

      “If he gets his hands on you—”

      “Then I’m either his prisoner or yours,” she seethes. “And from where I’m standing, there’s no difference.”

      I glare at her, but I refuse to release her. She’s just so goddamn frustrating that I don’t know whether to kiss her or to hurl her into the dark water below.

      “Let me go.”

      “I will—once Rokiades is taken care of.”

      “No!” she protests. “No! Let me go now!”

      I ignore her and scoop her over my shoulder. She screams again, her fists hammering my back hard as I get off the boat and head towards the house.

      “You can’t do this!” she cries. “Not again, Kian! You told me I wasn’t your prisoner anymore!”

      I don’t want to lock her in the cell with Drago. I need to keep the two of them separated until I sort shit out in my head. With the cell out of play, I think about other options. The bedrooms are too comfortable and I’m not in a very gracious mood. None of the common areas in the mansion are suitable to keep Renata locked in.

      Which is why I turn left and walk down the corridor towards the black door.

      It’s the best place I can think of at the moment.

      She notices the black door just as I turn the key in the lock. “What the hell are you doing?” she says. “I don’t want to go down there!”

      Again, I ignore her and start down the circular stairway. I have to move carefully so that she doesn’t smack her head or legs on either side of the walls going down. When I get to the room, I prop her back on her feet and push her away from me before she can do it herself.

      “You fucking asshole,” she hisses as she straightens herself out.

      “Why don’t you cool down?” I tell her. “I have shit I need to see to.”

      “You’re really going to leave me down here?”

      “That’s the plan,” I say. “But you have the freedom to roam. I’m not going to tie you up.”

      “What a gentleman,” she snaps sarcastically, surveying the room. “Give the guy a prize.”

      “I’m trying to keep you from getting used, raped, and possibly even killed,” I tell her in exasperation. “Why can’t you fucking see that?”

      “Excuse me for doubting your intentions. But you have killed half my family. So it’s a little hard to take your words at face value.”

      I want to tell her that I kill only when I have to, to protect those I care about. And amazingly, incomprehensibly, she is now one of those people.

      But I’ve never been one to share my feelings. And I’m not about to start now.

      “I’ll be back to check on you—”

      She flies at me before I can finish my sentence. I grab her easily and pull her to my body, pinning her arms at her sides. She responds by headbutting me in the chin as hard as she can, her dark eyes roaring with fire.

      “I refuse to stay here.”

      “Then you leave me no other choice,” I sigh, losing patience.

      I ignore the feel of her breasts pushed up against my chest as I drag her over to a large bondage chair. Leather straps dangle from either side. I use them to tether her hands to the seat while she screams a litany of swear words in my face, switching impressively between Italian, English, and pure nonsense fury.

      I don’t say a word the entire time. I don’t engage. Even when I walk back up the stairs, I act as though I can’t hear her.

      It’s the best way to piss her off.

      When I slip out the black door, I don’t bother locking it. I head straight for my office, in dire need of some advice. I dial Cillian’s number the moment I walk through the door. He answers as I sit down behind my desk. I kick my feet up and try not to stare at the patio where only yesterday Renata and I had fucked like horny teenagers.

      “Hey, little bro,” Cillian greets. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “Does there have to be a reason?” I ask. “Maybe I just called to check in.”

      Cillian sounds skeptical, but he accepts the explanation without question. “How’s the situation going?”

      I fill Cillian in on the latest revelation: Renata’s birth mother and her reaction to the news.

      “You fucking told her?” Cillian asks when I’m finished explaining, sounding shocked.

      “She deserved to know,” I say stubbornly, despite the fact that I already know telling her had been a mistake.

      “Well, yeah, maybe, but not now,” Cillian says. “Where is she?”

      “Locked in a room in the house.”

      “Wow, you sure know how to charm them, don’t you, brother?”

      I smirk. “We can’t all have your boyish sense of humor and nauseating charm.”

      “Jealousy is unbecoming, Kian.”

      “Can we address the elephant in the room?” Saoirse’s voice cuts through both mine and Cillian’s.

      “Saoirse!” Cillian bellows. “Private conversation here.”

      “Please, like you don’t tell me about every conversation you have with your brothers,” she scoffs. “Sometimes word for word.”

      “I knew it!”

      “She’s lying,” Cillian lies.

      Despite my foul mood, I laugh. “You’re lucky I trust your wife more than I trust you.”

      I can practically see Cillian growling at the phone.

      “I’m glad you trust me, Kian,” Saoirse says. “Which means you can also be honest with me about Renata. You have feelings for her, don’t you?”

      I groan.

      “Wait… do you?” Cillian asks. “I knew you were attracted to her. But… feelings?”

      “I don’t have—”

      “Oh, fuck,” Cillian interrupts. “Shit! How did I not see this?”

      “Because you can be extremely obtuse sometimes,” Saoirse tells her husband. “You do, don’t you, Kian?”

      “How I feel about her is… confusing,” I allow myself to say.

      “Is that Kian-speak for yes?” Saoirse asks impatiently.

      I have to smile at that one. She seems to understand. She always has. “If you do care for her, Kian, then locking her up is not the way to win her over,” Saoirse tells me.

      “Who says I’m trying to win her over?”

      “Cut the crap,” Saoirse says bluntly. “And just be straight with me.”

      I sigh deeply. “Fine. Go on.”

      “If you want her to trust you, then you need to trust her, too,” Saoirse says. “Especially given your… history.”

      My jaw clenches. Everything Saoirse’s saying feels right, but it’s the execution I’m having trouble with. When I say I have experience with women, I’m talking about sexual experience. When it comes to the other shit—emotions, conversation, compromise, mutual trust and respect—that part is a black box.

      “It’s good advice,” Cillian says, throwing out his two cents. “I’d take it.”

      “And what if that fails, huh? What if that goes the same way things went with Annabelle?”

      Neither of them have an answer to that.
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      After I hang up, I head back to the black door. When I get down to the room, my eyes go straight to the bondage chair…

      Which is empty.

      The leather straps hang uselessly on the floor. “Fuck,” I growl.

      Leaving the door open looks like a glaringly stupid mistake now. She must have already slipped out of here.

      I’ve got men at every entrance, though. And if she’d tried to breach one of the gates, they’d have notified me. So she’s still in the house.

      I turn back towards the stairs. That’s when I notice a shadow in my peripheral vision.

      Before I can even process what’s happening, something hard smashes into the back of my head. Pain erupts through my body like wildfire. I stumble forward and my vision blurs.

      For a second, all I can see are stars.

      Then even that disappears, and all that’s left is darkness.
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      The gap between Kian entering the room and me slamming the stool into his head feels like it lasts forever. I have long enough to see him freeze in place when he realizes the chair he bound me in is empty.

      That the leather straps he used stretched when I tugged hard enough and let me slip my hands free.

      And when he puts all the pieces together, that’s when I swing.

      As the stool hurtles through the air on a collision course with Kian’s skull, I feel a pang of guilt. I bite it down, furious at myself for choking. He doesn’t deserve my hesitation. He doesn’t deserve my guilt. He killed both my parents.

      And yet you fucked him.

      I didn’t know that back then.

      You knew he killed your father. You watched him do it. And you fucked him anyways. You came on him, with him, for him, and asked for more.

      The thwack of the stool against his head is sickening. He stumbles back, his eyes rolling around in their sockets like billiard balls.

      I don’t wait to see how much damage I’ve done. I just drop the stool and run.

      I’m halfway up the staircase when I hear his thundering footsteps behind me.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. I thought I’d bought myself some time, but apparently, he’d recovered fast. Which means the only thing I’ve succeeded in doing is pissing him off.

      I speed up, trying not to lose my balance in the climb. I reach the landing. The black door is right there. The last barrier between me and freedom. My breath is coming in hot gasps. I stretch for the handle—

      And then Kian’s hand clamps down on my ankle and drags me back into the shadows of the stairwell.

      “No!” I scream. But I know that no one can hear me. These walls are thickened stone that swallow up any sound.

      I’m on my own.

      I flail my arms and legs, hoping that he’ll loosen his grip, but his fingers are like iron vices. He twists me around, and I manage to get a slap in, but it barely seems to affect him.

      When I twist around to face him, I expect fury in his eyes, but he looks relatively calm, especially considering that I’d almost knocked him out back there. In fact, he looks like he’s expected this.

      “I have to say,” he tells me in the voice of a man who definitely does not seem like he just had a stool swung into his head, “I’m getting kind of tired of wrestling with you.”

      “Stop kidnapping me,” I suggest. “Then you won’t have to.”

      “Or you could stop being stubborn,” he growls, dragging me back towards the staircase.

      “I’m not going back down there!”

      “You prefer your old room?”

      “I prefer my fucking freedom.”

      “You’ll get your freedom,” he responds, “when you’re safe.”

      “Like you care about my safety!”

      “I wish I didn’t,” he snaps. “But I do, and that makes me the fool here. Now move—or I’ll make you.”

      Left with no choice and tired to the bone of fighting the same fight again and again, I allow myself to be pushed back down the stairwell. The darkness of the descent soothes my throbbing head. You’d think I was the one who’d been clubbed in the back of the skull.

      Once we’re back down, Kian takes me back to the same bondage chair. This time, he cuffs me to the metal spokes of the chair.

      “Please don’t do this,” I plead.

      “You’ve given me no choice,” Kian says grimly. “I didn’t want to tie you up at all.”

      I give him an incredulous look. “Every single piece of equipment in this room says otherwise.”

      He smirks. “That’s for a different kind of party, wiseass,” he remarks before heading back to the staircase alone.

      “How long are you going to keep me down here?” I yell at his back.

      “Until you start being reasonable.”

      I grit my teeth as he makes the first step. Then something else occurs to me. “What about my brother?”

      He stops short and turns to me with a fiercely predatory look in his eye. Apparently, that question has set him off more than physical assault had. “What about that fucker?”

      “His arm is broken.”

      “Maybe the pain will help him build some character.”

      “At least get him a doctor,” I beg. “Please.”

      “Why are you fighting for that asshole?” demands Kian. “He’s never fought for you.”

      The words are true. Maybe that’s why they sting so bad. “Yeah, well… I’m better than him.”

      “I’m aware,” Kian murmurs almost gently. “I’m very fucking aware.”

      His answer surprises me so much that I don’t even try and stop him when he disappears up the stairwell. I let out a squeal of frustration, not caring if he hears it or not. Then I collapse against the backrest of the seat and stare at my new cuffs.

      They’re glossy, made of a light silver metal, and thick as hell. I know with a glance that there’s no way I’ll be able to get out of them unless someone lets me out.

      And the chances of that happening are exactly zero.

      As the minutes tick by, my head starts spinning with all the new revelations that Kian dropped on me on the yacht. My mother was a powerful mafia princess in her own right. The knowledge boggles as much as it cuts. Why had she not been in my life?

      I’d been told exactly nothing about her, and I just assumed as I’d gotten older that my mother was a random nobody that my father had fucked. Drago certainly never corrected me on that. And I never thought about it. Never questioned it.

      Now, all I have are questions.

      Why had she given me over to my father?

      Why had it taken her five years to marry him?

      Why wasn’t she a part of my life?

      I stop thinking when my head starts throbbing with fresh pain. That’s when I hear a sound on the stairwell and turn with a start. I gasp when I see Aisling standing on the bottom step with a tray in hand.

      “Aisling!” I breathe. “I didn’t even hear you.”

      “You seemed… far away,” she comments. “I’ve brought you something to eat.”

      I am hungry, and I no longer have the strength or the will for another hunger strike. So when she approaches and sets the tray down beside me, I eye the food with interest.

      She’s brought me two large sandwiches piled high with meat and cheese. It’s accompanied by a generous helping of thick-cut fries and fresh coleslaw on the side.

      The smell coming off the plate is irresistible. I reach for a sandwich immediately. Given my cuffs, though, I’m not the most graceful eater. Meat falls out of the sandwich and onto my lap as I struggle to eat. “Shit…” I mumble with my mouth full.

      “It’s okay,” Aisling says. “Let me.”

      Patiently, she cleans away the stray pieces of meat and settles the plate squarely on my lap. Then she adjusts everything so it’s easier for me to reach. As she does, I glance at her out of the corner of my eyes, noticing her neutral expression. The last time we’d talked, I’d thrown a bunch of accusations in her face and stormed out. The guilt resurfaces in light of everything I know now.

      And it dawns on me that I owe her an apology. For more than just what she has suffered at the hands of my brother.

      “Aisling?”

      “Yes, Ms. Lombardi?”

      The respectful prefix to my name feels like an subtle rebuke. But I know that’s just an extension of my guilt. “You don’t need to… You can just call me Renata,” I say awkwardly. “I know I told you to… but I was angry, and—”

      “I’m sorry you felt like I betrayed your trust,” she says. “But Master Kian always has good reasons for what he does. I know you disagree. But I trust him.”

      I take a deep breath. “He saved your life,” I say. “He delivered you from hell, so I understand why you trust him. And I also understand why you did what you did. He’s the man that gave you a second chance. I’m the daughter of the monster that ruined your life.”

      She looks at me with wide eyes. I can tell that she hasn’t expected this reaction from me. Which only makes me feel guiltier.

      “Aisling…” I say, realizing that my voice is shaking slightly.

      “Yes?”

      “I… Kian told me… about… Drago…”

      She flinches violently at the sound of my brother’s name. I fall silent in response.

      She’s quiet for a long time, studiously avoiding my gaze. When she does look up, her eyes are slick with tears. “What did he tell you?”

      It’s hard for me to see her in so much pain. But it’s also like she’s holding up a mirror to my own pain. She’s suffered at the hands of men.

      So have I.

      She’s been raped, abused, beaten.

      So have I.

      “He told me that Drago started re-investing in the sex trafficking rings again. The same ones you were a part of.”

      “Is that all?”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Oh God… was there more?”

      She gnaws at her bottom lip. It looks like she’s trying to stop herself from losing it. She closes her eyes for a moment. “I’ve met your brother,” she tells me softly.

      My stomach churns with bile.

      Because I know what that means.

      “No…”

      “He used to come in some nights,” she tells me. “He was… Well, let’s just say he could be difficult.”

      I cringe against the images that brings up. Decades of slaps. Of hurled abuses. Of dabbing foundation to hide the bruises he gave me from the world. And that was to me, his fucking sister. God only knows what he did to this poor sex slave.

      “Aisling, I don’t know what to say…”

      “You don’t have to say anything,” she tells me. “You didn’t do anything. It’s not your fault.”

      “I’m sorry all the same.”

      She shrugs. “I’ve dealt with it.”

      Her words are one thing. Her body language is something else altogether. I can see the weight of the pain inflicted on her by my brother. By all the men who took what was never theirs to take.

      “Aisling, do you know that my brother is here?” I probe delicately.

      “Of course. Master Kian wanted to make sure I was aware. So that I can steer clear of the basement. He knows the trauma of what I went through with Drago. He wouldn’t ask me to go near him.”

      I look down, realizing that nothing is simple. Nothing is uncomplicated.

      “You were right before,” I mumble to Aisling. “There are no heroes or villains. Just people who make choices.”

      She nods. “Which is why I was willing to give you the benefit of the doubt.”

      I smile sadly. “And I appreciate that,” I say. “I should have done the same for you.”

      She gives me a small nod. It’s a tiny gesture, but it makes me feel slightly better. “I should go,” Aisling tells me. “Do you need anything?”

      “What I want, you can’t give me,” I say, looking at my cuffs.

      She gives me a regretful look. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.”

      I will not put this on Aisling. I will not make my problem hers. Her loyalty is with Kian, and in her case, I think it’s justified.

      But I’m not Aisling. And Kian is not my savior, no matter what he says. I can’t rely on him to protect me. I can’t rely on any man.

      As Aisling disappears up the stairs, I eat my sandwich and try to think about my next move. If I’m sitting around waiting for my freedom to be given to me, then maybe I don’t deserve it.

      Everything is so fucking tangled. Including my history, my parentage, my relationship with my brother. A part of me hates him. But I still feel a sick sense of obligation towards him. I don’t know why. I hate that I do. I just can’t escape the feeling that we have unfinished business, the two of us.

      Of all the people that left me over the years, he never did. There’s a reason for that, and it sure as hell isn’t brotherly love.

      And I’m going to find out what that reason is.

      Then, after I get the answers I need, I’ll make sure he atones for his sins. I’ll make sure that Aisling’s suffering is avenged. I’ll make sure the world is made right.

      But before I can do any of that—first, I need to get free.
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      I’ve been an unwitting victim most of my life. I’ve gone from my father’s control, to my brother’s control, to my husband’s control.

      The time I’d spent as a biker’s wife had been brutal, so much so that I’ve blocked most of it out. My memories of that period are hazy, filled with burning debris that still singes my skin when I accidentally brush past it.

      But even still, I hadn’t delivered myself from that hell. Drago was the one who’d removed me from it. I had no part in the escape. Perhaps that’s what made it so easy to fall back into the role of passive bystander to my dominating, power-hungry brother.

      I was so broken back then that I’d even thanked him, if you can believe that. “Thank you for saving me,” I’d sobbed into his arms. I chose to ignore the part where he’d sold me to a monster in the first place.

      As I look back, I feel a hapless sense of pity for the girl I used to be. Sometimes, I can’t even recognize myself in the memories.

      But I have changed.

      I am changing.

      Because I refuse to be that girl anymore. The girl who’s passed from one man to the other, a pawn in their schemes, struggling to find my voice in the sea of testosterone that threatens to drown me.

      My mood swings dangerously the longer I stew in the darkness. I move from melodrama to self-pity to determination in the span of an hour. But by the end of it, my resolve starts piecing itself together, building steam the more the seconds tick past.

      I’m done living under the heel of men who think they can take what they want when they want to.

      I’m done playing the victim.

      Most of all, I’m done making excuses for my brother.

      What I want from him now is the truth that he’s kept from me all these years. And I know him well enough to know that he’s not going to give me anything unless I give him something in return.

      The sound of footsteps on the stairs has me snapping back to attention. Here we go. It’s time to take back the reins of my own life.

      Kian steps into the chamber. He pauses in the doorway at first. A silhouette of a man, tall and broad. The only color is the brightness of his sapphire eyes catching the dim light.

      Then he emerges from the shadows, walks over to me, and offers me the tall glass of water in his hand.

      “I’m not thirsty,” I tell him. “But I do need to use the bathroom.”

      He untethers me from the bondage chair without a word and leads me to a narrow door at the back of the room.

      I walk inside and he shuts the door behind me. The room is so dark until I find a light switch on the wall and flick it on. It reveals a ventilation unit on the ceiling, but there’s no way out. I’d suspected as much, anyway, so it’s hard to be too disappointed.

      I finish peeing and open the door again to find Kian leaning against the wall, waiting for me.

      He snaps the cuffs on me instantly and pushes me back towards the bondage chair. I notice he’s watching me closer than usual. Probably trying to figure out why I’m not protesting like I normally do.

      I need to play the part well. Kian is smart enough to smell a ruse a mile away.

      But he’s also a man. And men can be astonishingly blind when their dicks are involved. That’s what I’m counting on, at least.

      “Kian?”

      His eyes bore into my face, trying to suss out what’s motivating my non-confrontational tone. “Yes?”

      I let my eyes flicker to his for a second, and then I drop them self-consciously. “Nothing,” I say quickly. “Never mind.”

      “If you were going to ask about your brother—”

      “I wasn’t,” I say, cutting him off.

      Kian frowns. I let my shoulders drop slightly. “Aisling was here earlier.”

      “I know.”

      “She told me a little bit more of what she went through. She told me about Drago. That he was one of the men that… that hurt her.”

      He doesn’t give me any reaction at all. Even his expression is unreadable, impassive at best. “She’s not lying.”

      “I know she’s not,” I say quickly. “I believe her.”

      “Good.”

      I can tell he’s wondering where I’m going with this. But he doesn’t want to ask. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I did.”

      “No, you told me that he was investing in the rings again, trying to carry on our father’s legacy. You didn’t tell me that Drago raped Aisling.”

      “It was implied.”

      “Kian…”

      He sighs. “I didn’t see the point in telling you that. Other than to hurt you,” he clarifies. “It didn’t seem like a good enough reason.”

      His answer is unexpectedly sincere. I feel my chest constrict suddenly. As though the reaction is so separate from me that I can’t rein it in the way I need to. But maybe the only way to play Kian is to admit the truth about how I feel about him. Maybe the only way to make Kian believe me is by telling him something worth believing in.

      Something honest.

      Something real.

      “Aisling told me that you’ve made sure there’s distance between Drago and her.”

      His response is immediate. “After what she’s been through with him, I owe her that much.”

      Again, my chest kind of pulses uncomfortably. I hate that my attraction to him is becoming more and more acute the longer he talks. Because honestly, he does care about Aisling. He does care about women like her. Women like me.

      Which means he has never done nor would he ever do what my brother did. What my father did. What men like Rokiades did all the time.

      “Kian,” I say softly, shocked to realize that the words that are about to come out of my mouth are in fact, true, “I’m sorry.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “Excuse me?”

      “I’m sorry,” I repeat. “I misjudged you.”

      He stares at me for a long time. “What is this, Renata?” he asks. “You trying to con me?”

      “Look me in the eye and figure it out for yourself,” I tell him. “I’m telling you what I feel. You may not be a hero. But you’re not a villain, either. You’re not a monster. And you’re definitely not like Darragh Kinahan. I should never have said that.”

      He still looks suspicious, but his expression is calm. “What brought about the change of heart?”

      I shrug. “Talking to Aisling,” I reply, which is not wholly untrue. “Plus sitting here for the past few hours thinking about—well, everything.”

      “And you expect me to believe you?”

      “I can see why it might be hard for you to believe me. Especially after I hit you in the back of the head,” I say sheepishly. “Sorry about that, too, by the way. But I was angry and frustrated and bitter. I knew next to nothing about my mother before now. And then you decide to drop a bomb on me, and you expected me not to have a reaction?”

      He considers that for a moment, but stays quiet.

      “I just… I was angry. I still am, if I’m being honest. But not at you. Not anymore.”

      “So what are you saying exactly, Renata?”

      “I’m saying that I understand why you want me to stay here with you,” I tell him. “I know it’s not to control me or use me. I know you just want to keep me away from the Greeks, from my brother, from all the bad guys out there.”

      He still doesn’t say anything. His eyes are hooded and I can’t for the life of me tell what he’s thinking.

      I may have an ulterior motive, but every word I’ve just said to him has been true. “You don’t believe me, do you?”

      “I want to.”

      I feel my pulse quicken as I take in his beautiful blue eyes. They’re darkening as we speak. His body oozes masculine power and I feel that now familiar budding of electricity between my legs. The plan in my head is feather-light, but growing more and more concrete by the second. And the best part of it is… I may not have to fake a thing.

      I stand up, pulling at my restraints a little, but they don’t budge. “Then let me prove to you that you can trust me,” I whisper.

      He cocks his head to the side, his eyes flitting over my body possessively. I see the glimmer of hunger there, and I know instinctively that this plan can work.

      “How are you going to do that?” he asks with detached interest.

      I bite my lower lip. Just enough to convey that I’m nervous but eager. Both are true.

      “Tie me up, Kian,” I say softly, before letting my gaze flicker over the room we’re in. “Teach me how this works.”

      His eyes widen. Infinitesimally, but enough that I notice. “We tried that before,” he growls.

      I don’t hesitate. “Try it again.”

      His face is swirling with unreadable emotion. Jaw clenched tight. Knuckles white under his skin. “You know what it means,” he says.

      “Yes, I do. I’m ready.”

      He looks me up and down. But it’s more like he’s sizing me up.

      I refuse to break eye contact first. He needs to believe that I really want this. And in trying to convince him, I realize that maybe I’ve convinced myself in the process.

      Excitement and nerves curve together in the pit of my stomach. And suddenly, I find myself eager. Have I just given myself an excuse to enter into unchartered territory with a man who’s supposed to be my enemy? Is my need to escape just a flimsy justification for the attraction and desire I feel for him?

      I don’t have time to doubt myself, though. The window of opportunity is narrow.

      Kian’s watching me intently. If my resolve slips even slightly, he’ll know. Even if he doesn’t see it, he’ll smell it on me. I’m sure of it.

      “You’re ready?” Kian echoes dangerously, moving forward.

      The way he approaches me is predatory. His body is graceful, but I know he can turn lethal at any second. He’s trying to intimidate me—and he’s succeeding.

      “You’re sure you can handle this?”

      “I…”

      Give him the truth and he won’t be able to question your sincerity.

      “Well, no, I’m not sure,” I admit. “But I still want to try.”

      “Because you want me to trust you.”

      “I want you to know I’m sorry for misjudging you. For assuming you were just like Drago or Rokiades or Logan.”

      He stares down at me, leaning in slightly, so that his breath tickles my nose. “You might find that I’m just like them,” he warns, his voice deep and guttural.

      I jut out my jaw and look at him with stubborn resolve. “I don’t think so,” I say carefully. “I don’t think so at all.”

      I can see the faint fluttering of a smile, but it never fully materializes.

      “Alright, kitten,” he whispers. “Let’s go.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      He smirks. “I’m in charge here, remember?”

      I frown right back at him. “We haven’t started yet.”

      “On the contrary, Renata Lombardi,” he intones, “we started this a long fucking time ago.”
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      Renata’s eyes blaze with a ferocious kind of determination that’s got me hard as fucking rock. She’s a woman on a mission. The question is… what’s the objective?

      I have a feeling this is the only way to find out.

      I move closer and gently uncuff her. A part of me is still wary. If this is a ploy, it’s a damn good one.

      It’s all in the eyes. My brothers and I have lived by that creed our entire lives. This is the first time I’ve fallen back on that saying, only to find myself still languishing in uncertainty.

      She looks sincere. She sounds sincere, too. But I’m not sure if my own desires are tainting my perception of her sudden willingness to submit to me.

      One thing’s for sure: I can’t ignore my needs any longer.

      I’d hoped that fucking Renata the other day might quell my desire for her. I’d never gone back to the same woman twice. Not since Annabelle. For almost twenty years, it’s been the rule that keeps me sane. Soothe my hunger once, and then send the woman in question packing, never to be seen again. It’s worked. My life has been manageable. My needs have been tamed.

      That is, until Renata arrived.

      She’d fucked me hard enough to turn me into a beast. I’d ripped the cuffs right off the chair and devoured her like both our lives depended on it. It was unlike anything else I’ve ever done before. And for one brief, blissful second, I thought it would be enough.

      I was wrong.

      That one coupling hadn’t done anything to stop my desire for her. In fact, it had only inflamed it. Since the moment I let myself taste her, I’ve wanted to take Renata again the way she ought to be taken.

      Down here.

      In The Room.

      With all the tools and toys I need to break her the way she’s begging to be broken.

      I’ve barely slept in the nights since we fucked. Too busy wondering what was going through her head. Too busy wondering what it would mean to violate the one rule I’ve lived by for so goddamn long.

      But as she straightens in front of me now, I can see my desire reflected in her eyes. Her lips part slowly, her chest rises and falls slowly and her hard nipples stab through the sheer fabric of her shirt.

      How the fuck am I supposed to resist that?

      I toss the cuffs to the side. She watches them clatter against the floor a few feet away from us.

      “Won’t we need those?” she asks.

      “We’re going to start with something different.”

      Her breath hikes up a little and her eyes go wide. “Oh. Okay. So what do I…?”

      “Strip.”

      She takes a moment, swallows hard. And then she starts removing her clothes without argument. She does so slowly, sensually, and every now and again, she glances back at me. I watch her intently until she’s standing naked in front of me.

      Her body is taut and impressive. Her hips lithe and supple. Her breasts high and plump.

      She’s my fucking wet dream made reality.

      I scour her with my gaze and then I start to circle her slowly. I’m still fully clothed, and I know it’s a dichotomy that she’s not wholly comfortable with. But she bites her lip and says nothing.

      I can tell she’s trying so hard to figure out the rules of the dance here. But that’s the fun part—I’m the only one who knows them.

      My cock jumps impatiently, brushing against the crotch of my trousers. I’m determined not to rush this experience for either one of us, though. She deserves to see it done right.

      As I circle her, I let my fingers trail around her body. I brush against her breasts and run my hand over her cheeks. I resist the urge to slap her ass. There’ll be time enough for that later.

      I stop behind her. After a second, she turns around to face me.

      “I didn’t tell you to turn around,” I growl.

      Her jaw juts out. “I want you to kiss me.”

      “That’s not how this works, Renata.”

      She narrows her eyes, but she knows it’s not a true rejection. It’s just another part of the game. Another step of the dance. I leave her standing there and walk over to the massive black cabinet in the center of the back wall of the room.

      I pick out padded wrist-to-thigh cuffs, then turn back to Renata. “Follow me,” I instruct her.

      Frowning, she follows me towards the back of the room. There’s a thick black curtain that serves as a door. I pull the curtain to the side and gesture for her to walk through.

      “There’s another room here?” she asks.

      “Go in and find out.”

      She steps tentatively past the black curtain. I enter after her.

      The side room is comparatively small, but the bed at the center of the space is not. The sheets are black silk and they seem to swallow up all the light.

      She glances at me, but doesn’t comment. “Sit on the bed,” I command her.

      She hesitates, but she does as she’s told. I approach her with the wrist and thigh cuffs and she eyes them warily. I pop them open and start strapping her in.

      She watches carefully as I make sure the wrist cuffs are secure. Then I connect them to the thigh cuffs, forcing her legs to bend apart.

      Her beautiful pussy is on full display now. Her movement is limited, but she’s still not completely restricted. She tries to adjust herself, but the pressure doesn’t have her moving the way she wants to.

      I see a ripple of fear flush over her eyes as she realizes how completely at my mercy she is. I’m standing over her, my cock at the ready.

      And she’s lying underneath me, her wrists tethered to her thighs, forcing her into a position of extreme vulnerability.

      I keep my eyes on her as I start to remove my clothes. That seems to calm her down a little. Her eyes pop when I release my cock from my pants. Even more so when I grab my shaft and give it a few pumps before getting down on my knees in front of her open pussy. I notice she strains her neck up to see what I’m going to do.

      I like that she can’t see properly. She can only loll her head backwards on the sheets to stare up at the ceiling and wait for whatever I decide comes next.

      I run my fingers up and down her slit. She bucks slightly and lets loose an involuntary gasp, though she quickly bites it back down.

      I keep going until she gets used to the movement. After a few minutes, she relaxes. Once her body is less tense, I lean in and run my tongue up and down her slit. She’s getting wet, but I want her dripping before I enter her.

      My cock is impatient already. More so than ever before. But I’ve trained my iron will over the years. I can wait a few more minutes.

      As my tongue probes her soft folds, she gasps, and I can feel her body responding to the new sensations catapulting through her. The fact that she can’t really touch me the way she wants is only going to enhance the experience.

      Her fingers twitch in agitation, but I keep eating her out until my tongue is pushed as deep into her pussy as it can go.

      “Fuck,” she gasps, twitching, and I feel another wave of moisture coat my tongue.

      As she’s moaning, I unleash my tongue on her. Sucking and licking quickly, trying to tease the orgasm out of her before I enter her.

      She’s covered in goosebumps, her body shuddering uncontrollably as I introduce her to new levels of pleasure. When she comes, she drenches my short beard. I lick my lips and savor the sweetness.

      After her labored breathing eases, I wipe myself off on the edge of the bedsheet and get to my feet slowly. Her breasts are trembling and there’s a thin sheen of sweat covering her body. Her eyes are closed when I stand, but she opens them slowly. They’re hazy, filled with lust and a contented sense of satisfaction.

      I give her a knowing smile. “It’s not so bad, is it?” I ask. “Giving everything up to me.”

      “Make it worse,” she tells me defiantly.

      “Oh, Renata,” I sigh longingly, shaking my head. “We’re only just getting started.”

      The haze of desire never leaves her eyes.

      I position myself right between her soft thighs and she tenses all over again. That is until, my cock lines up with her wet pussy and I shove myself inside her.

      Then she screams.

      But I don’t slow down. I don’t ask her if she’s okay. I don’t have to—I know she is. The delirious look on her face is the expression of a woman in freefall.

      I fuck her ravenously, slamming my hips against hers until she’s screaming again and gasping and moaning in ever increasing volumes. As I thrust, I reach out and twist her nipples with both hands. She winces against the unexpected pain, but she doesn’t look scared. She looks like she wants more.

      I’m dangerously close to coming already, but I pull out before I can. I’m not ready for this to be over yet. Not by a long shot.

      She cranes her neck up, looking at me with a clouded expression. “Why’d you stop?” she pants, clearly chasing another orgasm.

      In answer, I grab her and turn her around. She gasps as though I’ve knocked the wind right out of her. I re-position her on all fours on the bed. This time, her ass is in the air, giving me a new view of her tight little pussy.

      Because of the wrist cuffs, her hands are pulled into her body, as close to her thighs as possible, but she manages to hold her balance. She’s still trembling, but I can sense the excitement rising off her.

      She’s enjoying this more than she thought she would.

      I give her ass a hard slap that draws a delightful yelp. Then I leave her facedown on the bed and wander over to the thin cabinet in the corner. I don’t offer her any explanations.

      When I return, the imprint of my hand is still on her ass. Red and sharp against that beautiful olive skin. I slap it again on the other side. She jerks forward, stifling another scream.

      Then I snap the collar around her neck.

      “What are you doing?” she asks, clearly taken back by this new piece of bondage.

      “Making you mine,” I tell her shortly as I attach the short leather strap that connects to the hook at the back of the collar.

      Once it’s fastened properly, I pull on it gently at first like a pair of reins. Her neck cranes back and she lets out a small growl of complaint.

      “That’s a good girl.” Smiling, I ram myself inside her again.

      My hips smash against her juicy ass and she lets out a sound that’s a cross between a moan and a scream. I start to fuck harder and faster, harder and faster. With every increase in speed, I pull the leash tighter. Until she’s choking for air and the veins in her neck are bulging out. I can’t see her face but I can hear her spluttering, whimpering.

      I manage to get in three more slow, deep thrusts before my willpower crumbles in the face of her perfect fucking ass.

      I drive myself into her, making her cheeks bounce wildly with every thrust. I pull on her collar the hardest yet and her neck tilts back even further as she takes my cock with whimpers that push me closer and closer to the edge.

      With her last bit of air, she moans my name. “Kian, I’m going to come…”

      I let the reins loose and unleash myself on her at the same time, thrusting into her pussy so hard that I literally fuck the final orgasm out of her.

      As she comes, I empty shot after shot into my enemy’s daughter.

      And a few moments later, my body goes limp. But before I collapse onto the bed in exhaustion, I make sure to unstrap Renata.

      Once she’s free from the cuffs, I fall back onto the bed alongside her. I’m covered in sweat now just like she is.

      She curls against me. Her breathing is still heavy, but she doesn’t seem to care. She leans in, pushing her breasts along my ribs for a moment before they settle against my chest.

      “That was… intense,” she says.

      “You don’t look as destroyed as I would like,” I chuckle.

      She gives me a small smile. But it looks a little sad. “Maybe next time.”

      “Maybe.”

      “But for now… it’s my turn.”

      I frown. “What are you—” But she’s already moving, snapping the cuffs in place.

      For a second, I think she’s just trying to turn the tables on me and ride me like she had the first time. But then I catch sight of her expression.

      The nervousness. The guilt.

      “Renata,” I growl, “what the fuck are you doing?”

      I struggle against my cuffs as I sit up. She’s got me well and truly trapped between the bedposts.

      She moves forward and drops a kiss on my cheek before backing away.

      “I’m sorry,” she says, and I see the regret in her eyes. “But I have to take control of my own life now.”

      That’s when it dawns on me.

      Renata Lombardi isn’t a pawn anymore.

      She’s a player. And she’s just played me.
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      I know it’ll only be a matter of time before Kian figures out a way to free himself of the cuffs, so I fly through the house, trying to be as fast and as careful as possible.

      I’ve been keeping tabs on the comings and goings of the mansion planning for something like this. I’ve rarely seen Kian’s men inside. They’re usually stationed at the gates, so there’s no way I can get out through any of the main entrances without catching their attention.

      But I have a plan. It’s bold, it’s risky, and I have no idea if it’ll work, but it’s the only one I’ve got.

      Instead of heading through the back of the house that leads to the ocean, I snake left and head to the cellar where I know my brother is being kept. I know there’s at least one guard stationed outside his cell door. So before heading down, I grab a long wooden ornament from one of the common areas.

      I barely know what I’m holding, and I don’t care. It’s heavy enough that I know it’ll do the job.

      When I step into the cellar, I scan the area quickly. The guard on duty—Donovan, I think his name is—is sitting on a chair just outside the cell. His head is bent forward, clearly in the throes of sleep. I sneak closer, realizing that his eyes are fluttering.

      He’s not deeply asleep. And my footsteps are enough to stir him back to consciousness. Just as his eyes open, I smash the wooden ornament across his face.

      He collapses immediately, sliding off the chair and thumping onto the floor. It makes a bigger sound that I anticipated, so I snap my head towards the staircase, expecting an army of Irishmen to come shove a dozen guns in my face.

      Three seconds tick by and nothing happens.

      Move, Renata! I yell at myself. You don’t have much time.

      I grab the key hanging off the unconscious guard’s belt and use it to open the cell. Drago looks up at me, his eyes narrowing slightly.

      “What was that noise?” he asks.

      “The sound of your guard going down,” I tell him. “Come on, we don’t have much time. We’ve got to go.”

      His eyes go wide as he realizes that he’s not going to die in this cell. I rush around and check the restraints they’ve put on him. They’re pretty easy to remove and I manage it without much difficulty.

      “Fucking hurry up,” he growls, offering precisely no help whatsoever. “They could catch us at any moment.”

      I dig my nails into his wrist.

      “Ouch!”

      “Shut up,” I hiss. “Do you want to alert the whole fucking house?”

      His mouth falls closed, but he doesn’t look happy about it. He groans when I unwind the rope off his broken arm. It looks painful, but my sympathy for his suffering is limited. A taste of his own medicine is probably long overdue.

      “Come on.”

      “Do you have a way out of here?” he asks.

      “I might,” I reply. “Come on and don’t make noise.”

      He follows me back up to the first floor of the house. I hold my hand up while I check outside the door. It looks clear, so I gesture him forward. He sticks to me like a second skin as we make our way to the back of the house.

      “This can’t be the way out,” he says. There’s panic in his voice, and for some reason, that gives me a strange sense of satisfaction. It feels good to take charge when the people around you are scrambling to keep up.

      “Shut it,” I snarl at him. “And do what I tell you to do.”

      His features darken, but I’m not scared of him anymore. I wonder if he can sense that in me.

      He’s clutching his broken arm tight to his body as we slip outside and past the pool. I keep scanning the shadows, knowing that it’s inevitable that someone will spot us.

      Right on cue, I notice one of the maids near the pool house. She does a double take when she catches sight of Drago. Then her eyes land on me.

      As soon as they do, she darts inside, ready to raise the alarm.

      “Run!” I tell Drago. “Hurry. They’ll be here in minutes.”

      “Where the fuck are we running to?” he growls.

      “The dock,” I say, pushing myself to keep running even when pain splits up my side.

      I can hear Drago panting behind me, but he’s keeping pace. Apparently, fear of death is a pretty big motivator for him. No surprise there. The biggest cowards are always the most afraid to die.

      My feet pound onto the wooden boards of the dock and my breath is stabbing in my ribs, but I don’t stop until I’m on the yacht.

      “Do you know how to get this thing moving?” I call at him, as I turn around.

      He stumbles onto the yacht, almost tripping in the process. “What?”

      “The fucking boat,” I tell, gesturing to the massive panel of controls in the cockpit. “I don’t know how to drive it.”

      “Move!” Drago yells, pushing me aside and heading towards the cockpit.

      I watch him tinker with the controls. Within seconds, the yacht is purring to life.

      I glance back over my shoulder, expecting to see men running towards the beach with guns raised. Maybe even another boat materializing from the boathouse.

      But there’s nothing. No one. Not a peep from the night.

      I walk unsteadily over to the cockpit as we take off into the vast blue ocean. I have no idea about coordinates or sailing or whatever the hell goes into getting this thing away from here. My plan was mostly “point the ship away from shore and hit the gas.”

      But Drago seems confident enough as he mans the wheel and revs the engines. He glances over at me with a scrutinizing eye.

      “You look good,” he comments. But he says it accusingly, as though the fact that I look so good is a betrayal.

      I choose not to engage. “Your arm doesn’t,” I point out. “You’ll need a doctor.”

      “I’ll call him. Let him know we’re on our way.”

      I balk at the way he groups me in with his plans. But I don’t bother correcting him. Let him think I’m coming along for the ride. It’s probably better that way for all of us.

      “Go out back. Check to see if they’re on our tail.”

      “They’re not. I checked.”

      “Fucking check again,” he growls. “And look for some weapons while you’re at it. We might need something to defend ourselves if those fuckers catch up.”

      I know for a fact that there are weapons on this yacht, but I have no desire to share that information with Drago. So I make a show of heading down below deck to check while he makes a ship-to-shore call to arrange a pickup at wherever the hell we’re going to land.

      I snake down the precarious stairs and stand in the dark hallway, looking between both doors. I’m feeling queasy again. I know it has to do with the fact that the room to my right is filled with dead bodies.

      I’ve made the traveling morgue my getaway car. But I wouldn’t have done it if I’d had any other choice.

      I allow myself a moment to think about Kian, tied up downstairs in The Room. I close my eyes for a moment. Being with him in there… It had been more intense, more overwhelming that I’d ever imagined.

      I hadn’t expected to feel so free.

      Nor had I expected to feel so horrible for what I’d done to him afterwards.

      I shake it off and make myself remember why I’m doing all this in the first place. I’m taking my life back. And to do that, I need to shake off all the men that want to tie me down.

      I look up at the ceiling, imagining Drago standing over my head, planning his next move. I have no doubt that I’m currently the star of his schemes. But if I get my way, I’m going to be long gone before he can set anything in motion.

      When I head back up to the top deck, Drago’s sitting down and rooting around in the lower compartments of the cockpit. “Jesus, this fucking dinghy is empty. No booze anywhere. What kind of yacht doesn’t have alcohol?”

      I sit down opposite him. “Aren’t you going to thank me?” I ask him.

      He doesn’t. “How’d you do it?” he asks instead. “You fucked him, didn’t you?”

      I flinch and I curse at myself internally for the dead giveaway.

      Drago laughs darkly, shaking his head at me. “What a little slut you’ve become.”

      I grit my teeth, but remind myself to stay calm. I didn’t bust him out of his cell just so he could drive the getaway yacht. He’s got another part to play.

      “Kian told me something,” I remark, ignoring his previous comment.

      “Yeah, I bet he told you lots of things,” Drago snarls, his tone full of innuendo.

      It’s amazing to me that he can be this cruel even after I’d saved his life. It just proves that he doesn’t really see me as a person he’s hurt, used, and abused over the years. He sees me only as an extension of himself. A stupid, simple tool with a stupid, simple purpose.

      In his mind, saving his life is what I’m supposed to do. Because he thinks I belong to him.

      “Is it true what you told Kian about my mother?” I ask, cutting right to the chase.

      Drago’s eyes go wide. He didn’t see that coming, I guess.

      When he doesn’t say anything, I press the issue. “Well?” I demand. “Is it?”

      His face twists into darkness. Drago has never been great at hiding his emotions. Which is why it’s so embarrassing that I’ve been in the dark for so long about all his extracurricular activities with Rokiades.

      It’s not that I didn’t know something was up. I just turned a blind eye. I purposefully buried my head in the sand, because I believed at the time that ignorance was bliss.

      “Why does it matter?” he scowls.

      I shake my head slowly. “It matters to me. I deserve to know who my mother was.”

      “Your mother was a stuck-up bitch who thought she was too good for the world,” he snarls. “The only thing she had that was valuable was her last fucking name. And, of course, the pussy between her legs. But who cares anymore? She’s been dead for decades.”

      “Was she really a Mariani?”

      “He told you that, too?”

      “He told me everything.”

      Drago rolls his eyes. “Is that how he got you to bend over for him?” he scoffs. “If I’d known it was that easy, I’d have told you about her years ago.”

      I freeze as disgust pools in the pit of my stomach. I know he’s just trying to scare me, but the level of depravity has me gasping for air.

      “I saved your life,” I remind him.

      “So what?” he snarls. “You think I owe you something because of that?”

      “You do.”

      He laughs manically. “What about what you owe me?” he asks. “I kept you alive all those years. Do you know how many different people wanted you after the Clan killed Papa?”

      I blink. And slowly, it starts to dawn on me.

      The real truth was there the whole time. Hiding right behind the truth Drago wanted me to believe.

      It makes sense suddenly. All those years of abuse at Drago’s hands. The way he had looked at me with such bitterness. Such insulted fury. I’d always assumed it was because he felt tied down, held back by having to take care of me.

      But it wasn’t that at all. He hated that I was so much more valuable than he was. Because deep down, he knew.

      That he was nothing without me.

      “Is that the real reason we had to hide?” I ask. “We weren’t running from the O’Sullivans at all, were we? We were running from everyone else. The Greeks. The Marianis.”

      Drago bares his teeth at me, and again, he gives himself away.

      I charge forward. “You knew that if you handed me over, you’d lose your leverage, your bargaining power. You needed me to get back in the game one day.”

      I don’t need to look at Drago’s face to confirm my words. I can feel their truth as I speak them. All these years, I’d been so damn blind.

      “Oh God…” I whisper, clutching my stomach as though I can keep my insides from spilling out. “Oh God…”

      Something else occurs to me then.

      “Why did you give me to Logan?” I ask.

      “All the others, they wanted you for nothing,” he snarls. “The Marianis thought of you as their property. The Greeks were condescending fucking pricks. They expected me to walk behind that old fucking goat. They were insulting to me. They treated me like a child.”

      I shake my head as the cold hard truth sinks in.

      “They thought they could threaten me,” Drago continues. “But I showed them.”

      “Showed them?” I repeat incredulously. “What exactly did you show them, Drago? Logan didn’t give you the army or the power you wanted. He took me and turned on you.”

      Drago’s expression tells me he still hasn’t forgiven the slight. “It didn’t go the way I wanted. Which was why I ended up having to make the deal with Yannis and the Marianis,” he says.

      I get to my feet and start pacing the short length of the cockpit. Had there ever been a time when I’d trusted the man sitting in front of me? How lost, how broken, how alone was I to have thought I could put my life in his hands?

      I stop pacing when I’m standing squarely in front of him again. “Tell me what you know about my mother,” I demand.

      He narrows his eyes. “Watch your tone.”

      “Fuck you. How’s that for my tone?”

      He jumps to his feet threateningly, but I just lurch forward and punch him hard—right in his broken forearm. He howls and falls back into his seat with a loud, writhing thud.

      “I may not be a killer,” I tell him as he twitches and gasps in front of me. “But I’m not a wallflower, either. And I’m certainly not as weak as I used to be. Now, tell me what you know about my mother. Why was she marrying our father that day? What changed?”

      Drago gags with pain. He tries to muster up enough rage to back me down, but he’s pale and suffering. Coward. Weakling. Wimp.

      “Papa knew the clan was bringing in reinforcements from Ireland,” he hisses. He’s trying to sound menacing, but he sounds tired more than anything. “He wanted to solidify his hold on New York before they arrived. So the wedding was arranged.”

      “I was five years old,” I point out. “And all I ever knew was Papa’s house. Why was I with him instead of her?”

      “Because she didn’t fucking want you,” he snaps at me. “Why else?”

      I stop short, trying to discern if he’s telling the truth or if he just wants to hurt me. At the moment, it’s hard to tell. “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “She was New York’s reigning mafia princess. The woman was groomed for takeover. She was the Mariani don’s only child, and when she got pregnant with you—”

      “So she and Papa had a relationship?” I ask desperately.

      Drago scoffs. “Relationship?” he repeats. “More like they were both fucking horny on the right night.”

      I stare at him, wondering how much he actually knows. “Why don’t you just fucking tell me the whole truth?” I ask. “Even if it’s true that my mother wanted nothing to do with me, I deserve to know why.”

      Drago looks up. He fixes me with a searching expression. “You want the truth?” he asks.

      “Yes.”

      “He had his eye on the Mariani bitch for a while. He approached her several times and she rejected him. So he did what any man would do. He took what he wanted.”

      My body goes cold. “He… he raped her?”

      Drago shrugs, as though he feels the word is unnecessary. “He took what he wanted,” he repeats again. “Then she got pregnant with you and from what I’ve heard, she wanted to end it.”

      End it. Such a simple phrase. And yet so ugly. The words pierce through me, but I’m too shocked to process them fully. Too numb.

      “So why didn’t she?”

      “Apparently, her old man refused to allow her,” Drago says, with a shrug. “She tried doing it by herself. Almost died in the process. That was when Papa approached the Mariani don and asked him to hand you over once you were born. Said it was ‘for your own good.’”

      I close my eyes for a moment. I know enough now to know that my father didn’t make the suggestion because he was concerned for me. “He was just using me,” I whisper. “He knew I’d be useful in the future.”

      “By the time you were five, Don Mariani had managed to convince the bitch to marry Papa.”

      “She agreed to marry her rapist?”

      Drago glares at me. “Papa was the most powerful man in New York City. She would have been a fool to keep rejecting him.”

      “She was coerced into a marriage she didn’t want.”

      No wonder she wanted nothing to do with me. I feel sick to my stomach, and it’s not from the tossing of the boat in the night’s rough waters. I was born out of a violent man’s act of control. I’ve spent my whole life suffering from the same fate.

      “How did her father manage to convince her to marry Papa?” I croak.

      “How the fuck am I supposed to know that?” he says. “I don’t know and I don’t care. Enough of this shit. None of it matters anyway.”

      “It should matter,” I tell him. “The Marianis are still players in this game. And I’m part Mariani.”

      He glowers at me fiercely. “Don’t go getting an ego now, little whore,” he snarls at me. “You’re nothing without me.”

      “Don’t you have that backwards?” I ask, jerking my head up defiantly. “You’re nothing without me.”

      “You’re just like her,” he says in a quiet voice full of malice. “An arrogant, proud bitch who thinks she’s better than everyone else.”

      “You met her?” I can’t help asking.

      “Only once,” Drago replies. “She was the kind of woman men liked to fuck. That’s the only nice thing I can say about her.”

      “You’re disgusting.”

      “I’m my father’s son,” he snarls. “And you are your mother’s daughter.”

      I get ready to tell precisely him what I am—but suddenly, an explosion bursts through the air. The yacht lurches to the side as though something has just rammed into us.

      “What the—”

      Drago and I rush outside of the cockpit, looking for our attacker. I’m expecting Kian and his men.

      But instead, I see a nightmarish face that I’d hoped never to see again.

      “Rokiades?” I gasp.

      The Greek don is riding on a large boat cruising right alongside of the yacht. He’s surrounded by at least a dozen armed men, all of him have their weapons pointed at us.

      The yacht is stalling fast, as if they’ve somehow jammed the motor. And as we lurch from side to side, I realize that we’re not just slowing down.

      We’re sinking, too.

      “How the hell did he even know we were—”

      I stop short and turn to Drago in disbelief. “The call you made earlier,” I practically scream at him. “You called him?”

      Drago actually has the balls to look smug. “I told you, little whore,” he glowers at me. “I’m the one who pulls the strings.”

      He’s about to fling another insult at me when the sound of a gunshot bursts through the air. Drago freezes, his mouth forming a little O shape. And then he drops to the floor.

      Two of Rokiades’s men leap onto the boat, backing me down and roaring orders in Greek that I don’t understand. I look past them at Rokiades’s triumphant expression. The bloodlust on his face is nauseating and I feel my body seize up as his men approach me.

      I glance around quickly, trying to look for a way out of this. I could jump out of the yacht, but where would that leave me?

      Drowning in a dark harbor, that’s where.

      Rokiades has me cornered. The most I can do here is keep my dignity intact.

      “Rokiades!” Drago screams in agony as he flops around on the deck, bleeding out like a stuck pig. “You fucking asshole! You need me!”

      Rokiades’s laughter carries all the way over to us. “Need you?” he scoffs. “I never needed you. I needed her. And thanks to you, I have her.”

      More of his men converge on me from either side and grab me with rough hands. As they drag me towards Rokiades’s boat, he gives a loud command that Drago is no doubt meant to hear.

      “Leave him there. Set the fucking thing on fire once she’s off,” he instructs his men. “Death at sea is a good way to go.”

      “No!” Drago screams. “Renata!”

      My name slices through the air, and I find myself turning to my brother despite myself.

      Is it love I feel for him?

      No, not love.

      Just pity. Sorrow. Hurt.

      He’s been my world for a long time. And now, as a twenty-five-year old woman, I truly understand how small and toxic that world was.

      Maybe it’s a good thing for it to burn and sink to the bottom of the ocean.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            43

          

          

      

    

    







            Kian

          

        

      

    

    
      I try pulling against the cuffs again, but it’s no use. They’re built to withstand struggle.

      I’m furious. At Renata, of course—but mostly at myself. My own stupidity is what has led me here. Chained to my own fucking bed by the seductive siren who’d convinced me that she genuinely cared.

      There’s a part of me that believes the whole thing wasn’t a ruse, but I’m not sure whether I can trust that instinct in light of my current predicament.

      “Fuck me,” I growl to the empty room.

      I don’t know what her plan is, but I can guess. I’m fairly certain she won’t leave Drago behind. Quite apart from the sick sense of obligation she seems to feel for the asshole, she’ll want answers. I’d seen that much on her face when I’d revealed to her the truth about her mother.

      But then what? There’s no way she’ll be able to breach the fucking main gates. My men are posted at every entrance. The vehicles are locked. She has no way to get out.

      My eyes fall on my pants, which are discarded to the side of the bed about five feet away from me. I stretch my body out in an attempt to reach them, but the cuffs hold me back.

      “Fuck,” I hiss again.

      If I can only get to my fucking pants, I have a multi-tool knife tucked away in one of the pockets. If I can get my hands on it, then I may be able to cut myself free.

      It’s the only plan left at my disposal. I might starve to death by the time someone dares to look for me down here.

      After several strained minutes, I manage to catch the cuff of my pants between two toes. Then I haul it forward within reach.

      “Fuck yes,” I sigh with relief.

      With a flip of my foot, I toss the pants up to where my hands can get to them. My fingers rustle through the fabric and close around the cold metal of the pocket knife. I scramble for the button and flick it. The blade springs free with a shiiiink.

      And then I get to work. The leather strap of the cuffs is thick and varnished, but bit by bit, it gives away. My shoulders are screaming at me with the effort. I don’t stop, though. Not even for a second. Not even as sweat slicks my brow and my muscles burn.

      At long last, the final strand gives way.

      The moment my hands are free, I get to my feet and dress fast. Then I rush upstairs to the upper floor of the house. It’s eerily quiet up here. As if nothing is amiss.

      Until I hear the thundering of footsteps. Collin steers around the corner and nearly collides with me.

      “Boss!” he says, skidding to a halt when he notices me. “You okay?”

      “Long story,” I say evasively. “Renata escaped.”

      “Yeah, and she broke her brother out of the cell, too,” he tells me. “Madeline saw her taking off with him.”

      I frown. “Where were they headed?”

      “The dock,” Collin replies. “I think they were going for the yacht.”

      “Come on,” I order, flying through the house towards the beach.

      Collin tails me and we burst outside onto the pool deck where a bunch of my men have gathered. I can see the yacht out in the distance. They’ve gotten a pretty good head start and I know that within minutes, they’ll be too far gone to catch up to.

      But I’m still determined. She’s not going to get away that easy.

      “Boss, we don’t have a boat fast enough to reach them,” Collin points out.

      “I know,” I snarl, trying to think fast. And then it comes to me. “The jet ski!”

      I sprint down to the water’s edge, keeping my eyes on the receding dot of the yacht on the horizon line the whole time.

      And as I’m watching them, I notice something else: another boat, a fast-moving one, zipping over through the darkness.

      “What the fuck?”

      The second boat’s speed and direction is too purposeful to be anything other than trouble. Which means that Drago or Renata has called for backup.

      My money’s on Drago. But recent experience has taught me not to underestimate the dark-haired siren who had lured me into bed only to cuff me to it.

      I probably should be angrier than I actually am, but the afterglow of the sex is still circulating through me, making everything seem murky and unclear.

      I leap onto the jet ski, bobbing in the water, and crank the key. Nothing. Dead engine.

      “Fuck!” I roar. I release the key and try again. Once again, the engine doesn’t respond.

      Out in the harbor, I watch the speedboat meet the yacht, leaving a trail of sea foam in its wake. I hear the distinct pop of gunfire.

      One more try. “Come on, come on, come on, motherfucker…” I growl to the machine.

      It starts to sputter, cough… and then it roars to life.

      “Collin!” I bellow. He races down the dock and jumps onto the back. The second he’s on board, I rip back the throttle and we go slicing out through the waves.

      Another gunshot. Plumes of fire, too.

      “Boss,” Collin says, “the second boat looks like it’s moving.”

      Narrowing my eyes, I push the jet ski to full speed. The engine complains loudly, but I don’t fucking care. The second boat is already speeding away. At this rate, we might not catch it.

      That’s when I see the gigantic curls of smoke rising into the air from my yacht.

      They’ve set the whole thing on fire.

      I don’t stop. We bounce along the surface of the water until we reach the burning yacht. The second boat is now a blip in the distance, long past our reach, but I manage to catch the name emblazoned on the side.

      The Argo. A Greek name. Which means Drago had called Rokiades.

      We’ll never catch them in this contraption. It would be a lost cause to try. But maybe there’s something on the sinking ship that will be of use to me in the future.

      “Boss?” Collin asks. “What’s the plan?”

      “We get on board,” I tell him. “Check for clues.”

      I stop the jet ski a few feet away from the yacht.

      “Stay here,” I tell Collin. “I’ll be right back.”

      Before he can protest, I dive into the ocean and swim to the yacht. I shimmy aboard, bracing myself against the heat that hits me from all sides.

      But I’m more affected by the loss of the bodies in the second room. I’d been hoping to get those bodies back to their families in Ireland so that they could have proper funerals. Instead, these poor souls are about to be incinerated in a pyre at sea when they should be getting laid to rest in the land of their ancestors.

      Rokiades is going to fucking pay for that.

      I look past the curls of fire and notice the body slumped in the center of the top deck. It doesn’t take me long to figure out who it is.

      I walk over to him, ignoring the way the heat licks at my skin like it’s ready to devour me whole. Drago blinks his eyes open and I notice the fear ripples across them as he recognizes me.

      “You fucking idiot,” I growl at him. “Where is Renata?”

      He shakes his head. I look down and notice he’s been shot in the leg. His pant leg is drenched with so much blood.

      “Help…” he stammers. “Help…”

      “Help you?”

      He nods weakly.

      I nod right back with as much fake sympathy as I can muster. Then I promptly stomp down on the injured leg. He howls with pain.

      “I asked you a fucking question!” I roar. “Where is she?”

      “He took her!” Drago screams back, sweating dripping off his brow and onto his eyes. “He fucking took her. Oh, God, it hurts so fucking bad…”

      “Took what mattered and left the trash for dead, eh?”

      I turn from him, ready to head back to the jet ski, when Drago chokes out my name.

      “O’Sullivan…”

      It’s the first time he’s actually used my name and not some insult to address me. I glance at him over my shoulder. The fire is slowly edging closer to him. He’s slinking away from it, his face contorted in pain that he’s trying to keep at bay. But he can’t move fast enough or far enough to escape it.

      “Please…”

      “Are you actually begging for your life?” I ask incredulously. “From me?”

      He pulls himself up halfway, which is all he can really manage.

      “I can help you,” he chokes out. “I know their plans. Their safehouses. I can be of use.”

      I turn around slowly as the fire inches forward. Drago drags himself away from it again. It’s fucking pitiful to watch.

      “I sincerely doubt it,” I drawl.

      “Please!” Drago screams. I know that only desperation would make him resort to begging. “Renata would want you to save me.”

      I freeze at that. I don’t like that he thinks he can use Renata as emotional leverage. Clearly, he’s discerned that my relationship with his sister is more than what meets the eye. Which is going to cause problems for me.

      But I can’t deny that he might have information that might be useful in getting Renata back.

      And if he doesn’t, I can always kill him back on land.

      I take two strides forward and haul him up onto his one intact leg. “I’m not fucking carrying you,” I tell him. “Find a way to walk or get dragged off here.”

      Collin’s eyes go wide when he realizes who I’ve got with me, but he pilots the jet ski forward, ready to haul the Italian bastard onto the ski.

      I glance at Drago. “You better have good intel for me,” I threaten. “Or else, it’s death by fire.”

      Then I toss him overboard.
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On Board The Argo

        

      

    

    
      I scream as Rokiades’s men bind my hands together behind my back. I try kicking at them, but it doesn’t anything other than stall the process by a minute or two.

      The whole time, Rokiades watches me with a steely glint in his eye. A perverted smile plays at the corner of his mouth. It makes him look deranged.

      “Calm down, glikia mu,” he tells me.

      “You fucking bastard.” I spit at his feet, but he’s standing far enough away that it doesn’t hit him like I intended it to.

      Yannis smirks a little, but I can see the humor fading fast from his small, greedy eyes.

      This boat is almost as big as Kian’s. But whereas Kian’s is refined and luxurious, this one screams “wealth” like he wants everyone who catches even a passing glimpse to know that it belongs to a rich man. Gold dripping everywhere you look. Diamond-encrusted handrails. That sort of shit.

      “Your brother is dead,” Rokiades says. “You do you know what means for you, don’t you?”

      I don’t say a word. It’s a rhetorical question. One I’m not going to fall into the trap of answering. I just stare at him, realizing how much I’d missed during our first introduction—if you can even call it that.

      He’s so old. The sunken wrinkles and lines that mar his face make him look like an aged turtle who’s crawled out of his shell. His nose is sharp and slightly hooked at the bottom and his thick eyebrows betray more than a few white hairs. He must be at least thirty years older than me.

      Kian’s age was something imposing, daunting, but all the more sexy for it. This, on the other hand, feels creepy. Wrong.

      “No?” Rokiades asks. “You don’t know what that means for you? Well, I’ll tell you then.”

      I tense. He draws out the silence and I resist the urge to roll my eyes. The dramatic tension is less impactful, considering I know exactly what he’s going to say.

      “It means you’re a lucky woman,” he says, “because you have my protection now.”

      “And who’ll protect me from you?” I retort.

      The smile falls off his face instantly. “I did not invite you to speak. I expect my wife to be respectful and obedient.”

      “Fuck you,” I breathe. “This isn’t the 1600s. Women are not the property of the men around them.”

      “In my world, they are.”

      “Which is precisely why I have no intention of marrying you.”

      “Fortunately, darling, your opinion doesn’t mean a thing.”

      I know he’s probably right. I have zero power here, but I don’t care. I’m willing to risk everything, including my life, if it means getting away from Rokiades and whatever the hell he plans on doing to me.

      “I will never be a respectful wife,” I tell him. “I will never be obedient.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “Well, then, I’ll just have to break you, won’t I?”

      “Other men have tried to break me,” I say with a confidence that I don’t actually feel. “They all failed.”

      I remember Kian’s words down in The Room. You’re not broken. You’ve fought me at every turn. Even when the odds were against you. If anything, what happened only made you stronger.

      The memory sends fire surging through my bones. The fight in me flares up again.

      No matter what happens next, one thing is certain: I won’t go down easy.

      “Then they haven’t tried hard enough,” Yannis fires right back. “Either way, it doesn’t really matter. I don’t need your cooperation. All I really need from you is an heir.”

      I still. But it’s not dread I feel—it’s relief.

      Actually, it’s more than relief. It’s happiness.

      Because no matter what he does, I will never get pregnant. Logan made sure of that.

      The cruel irony of my life dawns on me suddenly and a burst of laughter escapes my lips. And once I’ve started, I can’t stop. Rokiades stares at me with obvious shock as I laugh and laugh and laugh. His men are looking at me as though I’ve gone mad.

      Maybe I have. It’s not like I’d be able to tell the difference.

      “Is she deranged?” I hear someone ask in a thick Greek accent.

      There’s a beat of silence. Nothing except my uncontrollable laughter going on and on. What a sick joke. Damned by my savior and saved by my damnation.

      “Enough!” Rokiades yells so loudly that my laughter cuts off abruptly. He glares at me with new worry. But after a moment, it clears. “It doesn’t matter what she is. As I said, all I need from her is an heir. After that, if she proves to be troublesome, I can dispose of her.”

      I’m dying to tell him the flaw in his grand plan, but I keep that information to myself. Even if he discovers it eventually, at least this knowledge will buy me some time. Rokiades needs me alive.

      Still, the prospect of being under his control, in his house… It makes me sick to my stomach. As does another realization stabbing me between the eyes: he’s going to try to get me pregnant.

      And despite what I’ve been saying, I don’t think I’m strong enough to withstand another bout of constant rapes at the hand of another husband who’s been chosen for me without my consent.

      I turn my face to the ocean. A moment ago, I was glad to still be among the living. Now, suddenly, death seems like the better alternative. Weeks or months of nightly torture at the hands of a violent, wrinkled don who wants only to hurt me, use me. No chance of a savior. No sliver of hope.

      Fuck that. I’d rather be dead. At least that would be my own choice, for once in my life.

      Time to take matters into my own hands.

      My hands are tied behind my back, but I’m not trying to swim anyway, so I don’t really care. I dart out from between the two men flanking me and run straight for the boat’s railing. Summoning all my strength, I bend, prep, and then hurl myself over the edge.

      I’m in freefall for maybe a second, though it feels much longer than that. Long enough to look back over my shoulder and see the stunned faces of the Greek soldiers looking down at me as I fall, fall, fall…

      And then I hit the water with a smash like shattering glass.

      It’s painful. More painful than I could have ever imagined. But not as painful as the feeling of sinking as saltwater fills my lungs at an alarming rate.

      I should’ve known that dying wouldn’t be easy. My body doesn’t want to let it happen, either. Survival instincts kick in, pure panic floods my system, and I start kicking up towards the surface automatically.

      I fight the urge as hard as I can. Let it happen, I’m coaxing myself. Let the water swallow you up.

      Every cell in my body is arguing back. No! No! No!

      It turns into a war inside myself.

      Accept the pain.

      No! Hunt for air.

      Die.

      No! Persevere.

      And then it becomes a moot point. Not enough oxygen left in me to keep waging this internal struggle. Darkness swallows me up…

      Nothing matters anymore.
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        * * *

      

      I’m not sure how long the darkness lasts. Seconds, maybe minutes. Or hell, maybe it’s been years. I don’t know. All I know is that, when I open my eyes, I see dark sky above me. It’s so beautiful. Clear and indigo, studded with stars.

      Is this heaven?

      I have about three seconds of bliss before the crushing weight of pain blooms up throughout every inch of me. I want to scream, but I can’t, because there’s pressure against my lips.

      Who is that? His face takes shape before me. The strong jaw, the sharp nose, the beautiful, deadly, intoxicating eyes.

      I know it. I’d know that face anywhere.

      I’ve seen that face in my dreams for as long as I can remember.

      “Kian,” I gasp, reaching out for the man pressing his lips to mine. “Kian…”

      I’m about to say his name again when strong palms smash down on my ribcage. Briny water gushes out of me and I start to cough hard. I’m forced upright by unseen hands as more water erupts from my mouth.

      Everything is murky and shaky, but as the seconds pass by, the world starts to resolve itself into place. My vision comes into focus. Kian’s face dissolves.

      It’s not him after all. It was never him.

      Rokiades’s hawkish features come into view.

      “No…”

      This isn’t heaven. I didn’t die. They dragged me back out from the water and made sure this nightmare lasts at least a little longer.

      My head hangs limp on my chest as I’m hauled onto my feet and taken below deck. “Watch her!” I hear Rokiades command. “Make sure she’s properly restrained and someone is with her at all times. We can’t afford to lose the asset.”

      The asset. I suppose that’s what I’ve been all along. My safety is only relevant so long as I’m useful. Once that use has been served, I will only be a liability. A nuisance.

      My eyelids are heavy. I don’t fight them this time. I welcome the darkness, the bliss of unconsciousness. I feel so damn tired that I long for numbness.

      And I get exactly that.
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        * * *

      

      But even when the darkness eats me up again, I have dreams. Because of course I do. Even in sleep, I can’t fully escape the nightmare my life is. It’s a constant horror show whether I’m asleep or awake.

      In one dream, I can see Kian far off in the distance, but he can’t reach me. I’m screaming for him, but no matter how fast he runs, he never seems to get any closer. When I turn, my brother is standing next to me. It’s only when I look down at myself that I realize he’s stabbed me in the stomach and I’m bleeding out. Rokiades is on his knees in front of me, and he’s drinking the blood pouring out of my slashed abdomen.

      It’s disgusting. I tear my eyes open.

      But there’s no respite. There’s no escape. It doesn’t matter whether I’m dreaming or not. I can’t outrun them all.

      Awake again in the real world, I find myself tied to a massive four-poster bed with unnecessarily frilly covers that prick my skin. Rokiades is sitting on a chair to the right, his eyes trained on me with an unreadable expression. His eyes track my body, lingering on my breasts before landing on my face.

      “This doesn’t have to be hard, you know,” he remarks when he sees that I’m up. “I can be merciful. Even kind.”

      I scoff. “So you’re delusional as well as cruel.”

      He ignores me. “As my wife, you would have nothing but the best. You would live in luxury, wear the finest clothes, own the most expensive jewelry.”

      “What makes you think I care about any of that?”

      “I thought you were smart.”

      “Smart enough to know what I don’t want,” I tell him. “And I don’t want you.”

      “Then I suggest you change your mind,” he says sharply. “Or else prepare yourself for a hard life.”

      I cringe at the threat. For some reason, it scares me more now as I stare at the gaudy loudness of the room I’m trapped in. This place is hideous. A fitting match for its owner. Everything is gilded and contoured, like he can hide the ugliness of who he is behind ostentatiousness.

      Rokiades gets up and moves closer to the bed. I tense, bracing myself for whatever hell he’s going to unleash on me. When he leans in, I shrink back.

      “I can be tender, Renata,” he murmurs.

      He’s so close I can see the individual lines around his eyes, the milkiness in his irises that comes from old age. I wonder how many pills he needs to pop to get it up. How many women he’s done this to before.

      “I can be a good husband,” he says. “A generous lover. But it all depends on you.”

      Before I can respond, he bends and his lips slide against mine. My eyes stay open as my nose is filled with the horrible scent of cigar ash and overwhelming cologne.

      I’m so furious at the assault that I open my mouth and bite down hard on his lip.

      The Greek howls in pain and springs away from me. Blood drips down his mouth. His tangy blood coats my tongue, but I don’t mind in this case. It feels like victory.

      He glares at me furiously. The so-called tenderness has disappeared completely from his expression. He’s looking positively murderous now. “You fucking bitch!”

      “What’s the matter, old man?” I ask triumphantly. “Got more than you bargained for?”

      I see his hand coming for me and I brace myself. The hit is a cross between a slap and a punch. It’s as though he can’t make up his mind. The fact that he’s wearing a massive gold ring only makes the blow more painful, but I don’t give a fuck. It was so worth it to watch the bastard bleed.

      My skin breaks underneath the slap. My own blood starts to trickle down my cheek.

      “I’m never going to stop fighting you,” I snarl at him. “And I’m never going to give you an child. Count on it.”

      “Oh yes, you will,” he snarls. “I’ll make sure of it.”

      “There are some things that can’t be done,” I tell him calmly, “no matter how powerful you think you are. Sometimes, fate is stronger.”

      He throws back his head and laughs. The blood dripping down his drooping jowls makes him look downright psychotic. Not that he’s too far from it, anyway.

      “That’s what you’re hanging your hopes on?” he asks. “Fate? You really are a stupid child.”

      I feel a stab of pain in my stomach, but I ignore it. I just grit my teeth, steeling myself against all the pain I know is yet to come.

      “If you try and rape me, I will do much worse than that,” I say, gesturing to his split lip.

      He shakes his head, the manic glint still glowing in his eyes. “Oh I have no intention of touching you now,” he tells me. “But when I do, trust me—I’m not the one who’s going to end up bleeding.”
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One Week Later

        

      

    

    
      “Don O’Sullivan?”

      I spin around to face the voice as though I’m preparing to attack. Collin takes a step back, clearly startled by my reaction. He should be used to it by now. I’ve been jumpy ever since Renata was taken.

      As of today, that was a whole fucking week ago.

      I’m so furious with myself that pacing has become my new form of stress relief. Not that it relieves much of anything. My other outlets have been slightly more satisfying. I’ve had my men target local restaurants and clubs that are widely known to be Greek haunts. And with every dead Greek son of a bitch, I feel one tiny morsel better.

      I hope he hears me kicking down his doors. I hope he sees me slaughtering his troops one by one. Because I want my message to come through loud and clear.

      I’m coming for you, Yannis.

      I’d expected retaliation from the Greeks or the Italians almost immediately. But my efforts have been met so far with silence.

      Which brings me back to the pacing. It’s a vicious cycle.

      “What is it?” I ask Collin when my adrenaline has receded.

      “We’ve got a man at the gates,” Collin tells me. “His name is Elias Baros. He’s been sent by Rokiades. He claims to have an offer for you.”

      “Where is he now?”

      “Just outside the entrance,” he replies. “We’ve already checked him thoroughly. He’s not armed or carrying explosives.”

      “Send him in.”

      Collin disappears with a curt nod. When he returns, he’s accompanied by a tall, rangy man with wild brown hair.

      He steps into my office confidently, but his eyes scan the space with a hawkish glint in his eye. He looks older than I am, but not by much. There’s a wiry toughness about him that tells me he’s not one to be intimidated easily. Which is probably the reason he was sent in the first place.

      “Elias Baros, I presume?”

      “O’Sullivan,” he greets with a tilt of the head.

      The purposeful omission of my title as don is a provocation, but I won’t give him the satisfaction of demanding respect. I never wanted the title to begin with.

      “Don Rokiades has sent me with an offer,” he continues.

      “Get to the interesting part, man.”

      I’m itching to ask about Renata, but I don’t want to give them any more ammunition than they already have. At the moment, Renata is nothing but an asset to these bastards If they get wind of the fact that she is more to me than just a piece on the chessboard, that gives Rokiades leverage he’s sure to make use of.

      I startle myself a little with those thoughts. When had Renata become more to me than just a pawn? I don’t have the time to think of the answers, however. Not with Elias watching me through eagle eyes that are quickly to take in every little detail.

      “We have the girl. Renata Lombardi.”

      “I’m aware of that,” I drawl.

      “She has not been harmed,” he adds. “Yet.”

      My fists clench before I can stop myself. There’s no way he doesn’t see that. The corners of his mouth turn up in a knowing smile.

      “Don Rokiades is willing to give her up. Set her free.”

      My muscles are tight with tension, but I try and maintain the placid expression on my face. “What does he want in exchange?”

      There’s a beat of silence. And I already know that the bastard is waiting to drink in my reaction. “You,” he says at last.

      I raise my eyebrows. “Me?”

      “Yes,” Baros says. “He’ll release Renata if you give yourself up.”

      “What makes him think I would ever agree to that?” I ask incredulously.

      “Maybe you’d like to ask him yourself,” Baros offers. “I can dial him for you.”

      “Then what are you waiting for?” I ask, jutting my chin towards the phone on my desk. “The less time I have to waste talking to you Greek assholes, the better.”

      Unruffled, Baros struts over and picks up the receiver. He dials in a number and then puts it on speaker phone.

      “Hello?”

      Hearing Rokiades’s baritone makes me furious all over again. “Is this some kind of joke?” I demand, skipping the pleasantries. “Do you think I’m a fucking blue light special at the department store? ‘Trade in some girl, get a don for free’?”

      The Greek don chuckles. “On the contrary, I’m extremely serious.”

      “You really expect me to give myself up for the Lombardi girl?”

      A shuffling of motion comes through from the other side. Rokiades is on the move. He’s walking somewhere. “I know you will,” he tells me confidently. “And I’ll tell you why…”

      I wait for his explanation. The sound of footsteps is obvious now. A door squeals open.

      “…Because I know she means more to you than you want to let on.”

      I freeze, warning signals firing off in my brain as I think of a way to maneuver out of this situation. How the fuck had he managed to figure that out?

      “That’s a pretty big assumption on your part,” I say calmly. “And you know what happens when you assume…”

      “It’s not an assumption,” Rokiades scowls. “I know the little slut means something to you. I know you mean something to her. When I fished her out of the ocean and breathed the life back into her, it was your name she cried out. And at night, when she sleeps, it’s your name she screams.”

      That revelation has me feeling both fear and elation. In her most vulnerable moments, she called for me. She wanted me.

      I wish I could puzzle out exactly what that might mean.

      “The girl has an unhealthy interest in me. She’s hardly the first. That doesn’t mean the feeling is mutual,” I point out.

      “No?” he asks. “Well, then, perhaps I’ve misjudged the situation. Hold on a moment while I put you on speaker phone.”

      I hear a few sounds on the other line and then—a scream.

      Renata’s scream.

      I can’t help myself. “What the fuck are you doing?” I snarl viciously.

      “Considering you don’t give a shit about her, I thought you wouldn’t mind hearing her in pain. And trust me, I haven’t even gotten started yet.”

      More movement. And then another scream. This one louder and more tortured than the last.

      I try and steel myself off from it. I try not to care. To at least pretend like I don’t for the sake of appearances. But the pain in her voice is unbearable.

      “Enough!”

      Her scream cuts off and I hear her panting in the afterglow.

      “What was that?” Rokiades asks innocently.

      “Don’t fucking touch her,” I growl.

      I know the old fucker is smiling. I can practically feel his triumph from here. “You will stop your attacks on my men. Right now,” he tells me, knowing he’s got the upper hand here. “And as for the rest… do we have a deal?”

      I have to think fast. I can’t imagine why Rokiades would want to give up Renata. Especially since his control over half the city would depend on her.

      But perhaps he thinks holding the O’Sullivan don is a more effective strategy. There’s no doubt we’re the most powerful mafia in the city.

      Or maybe this is all just a trap, a way to lure me out into the open so that he could attack.

      Every possibility seems as likely as the next, and I don’t have the luxury of considering each one.

      On the other hand, even if the exchange is made successfully, there’s no way Rokiades would be able to control my men. They’d never bend to his rules. Not without my command. And if he slaughtered me in cold blood, Cillian would come and take control.

      The Clan will be safe, no matter what.

      The question that remains is… Will Renata?

      “Fine,” I reply. “We’ll meet at a neutral location and make the exchange. I want to see her first.”

      “That can be arranged.”

      “I’ll give your man a time and place,” I tell him.

      “Looking forward to meeting you, Kian,” he says, using my name with a gross overfamiliarity.

      I hang up, pull out a piece of paper and write down an address and a time. Then I turn towards his man and hand over the paper.

      “Tell your boss that we each bring twenty men. Understood?”

      “Understood.”

      “Good. Now get the fuck out of my house.”
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        * * *

      

      Once the Greek is gone, I have all my men gather in the main foyer at the front door. Then I tell them about the plan. By the time I finish, their jaws are on the floor. For the first minute, only their protestations fill the air. “Don, you can’t be serious!”

      I hold up my hand and immediately, silence descends.

      “I appreciate your input… and your concern,” I tell them. “But I have to do this.”

      “It’s a trap,” Ramsey says earnestly.

      “It very well could be, but I can’t leave Renata with him. She’s too valuable and he’s too dangerous.”

      “You’re valuable, too,” Collin points out. “Boss, without you—”

      “Without me, you have Don Cillian,” I point out. “Your orders will come from him. You are to do as he commands. Understood?”

      “Is he aware of this plan?”

      I pause. “No,” I admit. “And he is not to be informed until after the exchange.”

      “Boss—”

      I hold up my hand again, silencing the fresh round of arguments. “I know I’m asking a lot of you. But I trust you all. I need you to trust me. I need you to resist no matter what. Remember, your loyalty lies with the Clan and the Clan alone.”

      The men hold their closed fists up against their chest. The O’Sullivan salute.

      I nod approvingly. “Now prepare yourselves,” I say. “We’re going in tonight.”

      “Tonight?” Collin repeats in shock.

      “At midnight. I’m the one who chose the location. It’s in the neutral territory between our land and theirs.”

      I can see the uneasy looks that my men are exchanging. None of them like this plan. None of them can understand why I’m agreed to it. A part of me is even questioning my own judgement here. But even I can’t deny that my decision has little to do with judgement or reason. This has to do with emotion. I’m not making this decision for myself or for the Clan.

      I’m doing it for her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            46

          

          

      

    

    







            Kian

          

          

      

    

    






AN HOUR BEFORE MIDNIGHT—DEEP IN THE NYC INDUSTRIAL DISTRICT

        

      

    

    
      I stare up at the old abandoned building. It used to be a functioning factory. But like the rest of this neighborhood, it’s crumbling into ruin now. Everything we passed on our way here reeked of hopelessness and lost potential.

      True to my agreement with the Greeks, I have only twenty men with me. But I do have three other backup teams stationed about a mile off in case Rokiades doesn’t hold up his end of the bargain.

      I’m a man of my word. But I’m also not a fucking idiot.

      Everyone else in my life seems to think I am, though. I’d declined a call from Cillian earlier this evening. There’s no way he’d agree to this, so why put myself in a position where I’d have to openly defy my older brother?

      Besides—if he didn’t want me doing as I see fit, he shouldn’t have made me don in my own right.

      I’d have smirked at that if I weren’t so fucking tense. A message comes in on Eugene’s comms device, but the static swallows up the words.

      “What was that?” I ask from the back seat.

      “Some movement has been detected on the east side,” Eugene replies. “The Greeks are on the move.”

      “How many vehicles?”

      “Four, same as us.”

      We’re an hour early, but that’s intentional on my part. I like to take in the lay of the land before a fight. Especially when I can’t be sure of my enemies. It’s a long time since I’ve been in this part of town, and it’s even grimmer than I remember.

      Up ahead, I notice the makeshift basketball court sitting right next to the empty lot where Rokiades and I are supposed to be meeting soon. A handful of young boys are shooting hoops under the moonlight. They look like they’re in their early teens. Five of them, at least.

      I’d picked this time and place believing it would be deserted. Realistically, they aren’t an issue I need to be worried about right now. Just some kids fucking around with their friends. But I’d feel better if they get far the fuck away from here.

      “What’s the plan, boss?” Collin asks, noticing my expression.

      “How long ‘til the meeting time?”

      “Fifty-three minutes.”

      I nod and get out of the car. Two of my men get down and follow behind me, but I wave them away. “I won’t be long.” I feel their hesitation but in the end, they stay behind.

      The game pauses and all the boys glance in my direction as I make my way onto the basketball court. The basketball rolls off into a corner, seemingly forgotten.

      One of them separates from the pack and struts over to me. He’s sixteen or seventeen, with bad skin and crooked teeth that tell me his parents can’t afford the health care he needs. His sneakers are beaten-up hand-me-downs and the broken slant of his nose says he has been in his share of fights over the years. His face has that weathered quality of someone who has seen too much, too young.

      I gaze around at the other faces. I can see the deprivations of their lives on their faces. And I feel a stab of pity for the lost communities who’ve been left behind. All these poor little pockets of the city, ravaged by too much crime and not enough jobs. Too many drugs and not enough hope. Too much of the bad shit and not enough of the things that make life worth living.

      “It’s a little late to be playing basketball, eh?”

      “Who the hell are you?” he asks.

      “Just a friend,” I tell him. “With a little advice for the lot of you.”

      “Oh, yeah?” he asks aggressively. “And what’s that?”

      I know how important it is for a kid like him to exude the aura of control. Of confidence. He’s doing a good job, but I can sense his nerves beneath the surface. “Time to go home, boys,” I say gently. “The game’s over.”

      The kid staring me down narrows his eyes and glances over his shoulder at his friends. The two boys at the very back look like they’re about to shit themselves, though the others are managing to keep themselves together.

      “I don’t think it is, old man,” the leader fires back. “And I don’t think you get to make that call.”

      “I’m gonna be straight with you,” I say. “There is something going down tonight. And you don’t want to be anywhere close when it does.”

      The kid stares at me for a moment longer. He’s tall for his age, but still a head shorter than me. I don’t blink. Eye-to-eye, chest-to-chest, we stand there.

      In the end, he backs down first. The bravado slips. The shoulders sag.

      “C’mon, guys,” he calls to his friends. “Let’s get the fuck outta here.”

      The boys slink off the court in the opposite direction. And I stand there in the open space, staring at the broken hoop they’d been playing on.

      I’ve put my phone on silent, but the vibration still comes through loud and clear. I sigh when I realize who’s calling, but I pick up anyway.

      “Phoenix.”

      “What the hell?” he yells into the phone. “Why the fuck am I hearing about this only now?”

      “I take it you’ve been filled in.”

      “Filled in?” he balks. “Yes, I’ve been fucking filled in. And I should be filling your head with a goddamn bullet for doing something this crazy! Why the hell did you keep me in the dark, Kian?”

      He’s pissed, obviously. But it only makes me laugh. He sounds just like his father in moments like this. All dark, righteous fury. God help whoever gets in his way when he becomes don.

      “Because I gave my men instructions not to tell you until it was too late for you to intervene. For this exact reason.”

      “Are you seriously giving yourself up?”

      “That depends on how this goes.”

      “Rokiades isn’t going to just let the Lombardi girl go,” he insists. “She’s too important to his plan. He needs her to bind the Marianis and the Lombardis behind him.”

      “And the only reason he needs that is so he can fight us,” I point out. “Taking me will make him feel invincible.”

      Phoenix scoffs. “He can’t actually believe that the Clan will follow him, even if he has you.”

      I grin. He’s a perceptive one, the young Kovalyov. “I’m counting on it. He doesn’t know that taking me won’t change a fucking thing.”

      “Except that he will have you!” Phoenix roars in exasperation.

      I shrug. “I can handle myself. What’s a little torture between friends?”

      “Kian! This is madness. Even I know that. You can’t give yourself up for the girl. Why are you even considering this?”

      The answer is right there in his face. But right now, he’s too young to believe that there’s anything greater than winning. “It’s the right thing to do.”

      “Fuck that. It’s not the right thing for the Clan. Or for the Bratva. Or for anyone except that Greek mudak.”

      “I didn’t say I was doing this for the Clan.”

      Phoenix stops short. His silence is telling. I can practically hear the gears churning in his head. “For… her?” he asks, sounding absolutely dumbfounded. “But why? For God’s sake, why?”

      I sigh and kick a loose rock across the court. “I’m gonna tell you something you’ll absolutely hate, something that Cillian told me a long time ago: ‘Maybe one day, you’ll understand.’”

      “You’re right,” he drawls sarcastically. “I do absolutely hate that.”

      I chuckle. “But for now, I need you to stay where you are and let me handle this my way.”

      “You need backup.”

      “I have backup.”

      “I should be with you.”

      “No,” I reply. “You shouldn’t. I want you to stay put. That’s an order.”

      “Does Uncle Cillian know about this?” Phoenix has the audacity to ask. He sees right through me.

      I grit my teeth. “He’ll know soon enough.”

      “Jesus, Kian!”

      I smile again. “Hey, kid,” I say, “in case this thing goes south, I want you to know… you did good in your time here. You’re a credit to your father. And to me.”

      “Kian, I swear to God, if you fucking—"

      His voice dies at once as I cut the line. I stand still for a moment, savoring the night air. Then I walk back over to my men. My phone rings again as I cross the distance, but I ignore the vibration this time. I don’t need any more distractions.

      “They’re coming,” Collin informs me when I approach.

      I check my watch. “They’re early.”

      I feel strangely calm, given the risk I’m taking in agreeing to this at all. I’ve already given orders to all my men to stop the attacks on the Greek haunts. None of my soldiers protested, but I could see the disappointment in their faces.

      It doesn’t make sense to them. Why quit when we’re ahead? Sure, we’d lost Renata Lombardi, but we have the Greeks pushed to a corner. Even if they banded together with the Marianis and the scattered Lombardi loyalists, victory is all but guaranteed.

      But they don’t see what I see. They don’t feel what I feel. For the first time in my life, I feel torn.

      I feel…

      And then it hits me.

      Maybe one day, you’ll understand. That’s what I told Phoenix. That’s what Cillian told me all those years ago when he was forced to choose between protecting Saoirse or loyalty to the Clan.

      And what I’m feeling now is what he was feeling then. He chose Saoirse. When I was younger, a part of me had always resented him for it.

      But I get it now. I finally understand.

      “Boss! They’re here.”

      I spot the black jeep pulling up outside the empty lot next to the basketball court. With a nod of my head, my men and I move in.

      The broken concrete is covered in a fine layer of sand. Every step, every puff of breeze sends it spiraling away into the shadows beyond the lot.

      The back door of the jeep opens. Rokiades steps out in a gleaming grey suit. He’s flanked by four men, two on either side, and I can tell from the bulk of his chest that he’s wearing a bulletproof vest.

      “I’m flattered you dressed up for me,” I call ahead. “Not necessary, though. I’m a cheap date.”

      Rokiades spits on the earth but says nothing. All his men fan out around him, forming a loose V that’s designed to enclose around him if gunfire breaks out.

      The fucker’s nervous. That’s good.

      I move forward a little. My men shadow me. “Where’s Renata?”

      “Eager to see her, are you?” he asks, his tone menacing.

      “Are you a man of your word, Rokiades?” I ask loudly. “Because if not, I can’t see how you can convince your own men to follow you, let alone the Italians.”

      His expression falls for only a moment before he tries to rearrange his features. “Don’t worry,” he scoffs, matching my mocking tone. “I have your precious little whore. Bring her out.”

      A figure is wrestled from within the jeep. The woman is wearing sweats and a dark hoodie pulled over her head so that her face is completely hidden from view. Two men have her restrained on either side, but she still struggles furiously, thrashing and screaming.

      I grit my teeth in fury. If I were the kind of man who didn’t pay attention, I might have fallen for the ruse. But I have been paying attention. And when it comes to Renata, despite how little time has passed since we crash-landed in each other’s lives again… I know her.

      I know her body. I know her mannerisms. I know her screams.

      And the woman being presented to me now is not Renata Lombardi.

      “Are you ready, O’Sullivan?” Rokiades asks, addressing me with a familiarity that irritates me.

      I clench my fists at my side. It’s as dumb a trick as exists in this world. The old Greek fucker really thinks he can try to dupe me without consequences?

      I’m no fucking fool. I’m Don Kian O’Sullivan of the O’Sullivan clan. I came to this city twenty years ago and took control ruthlessly, mercilessly, effortlessly. I haven’t given it up since. Tonight is not the night that changes.

      And yet, the insult still pales in comparison to the disappointment and panic I’m feeling.

      Where the fuck is Renata?

      Why isn’t she here?

      What has he done to her and what is he planning on doing with her?

      I glance back towards my men. “The bastard’s trying to pull one over on us,” I mutter. “Don’t take your eyes off his men. Get ready to fire on my mark.”

      My soldiers stiffen, but before I can give the order, I hear about a half a dozen guns cock behind us.

      “I wouldn’t move, if I were you,” Rokiades says with a triumphant smile. “We’ve got you surrounded.”

      I frown. My men had done a complete sweep of the place beforehand. A dozen blocks in every direction, cleared out of anyone who posed a threat. If Rokiades had had men hiding in the area, we would have sussed them out.

      “Surround them,” Rokiades commands.

      His men close in around us from the front. As they do, I risk a glance over my shoulder at our ambushers in the rear.

      My eyes go wide as I recognize the gangly youths I had warned off only a half an hour ago or so. Fucking little shits.

      The young man, the leader of the group I squared off with earlier, walks around and stops in front of me.

      “Gimme your gun,” he orders, stretching out his hand towards me. He’s got a gun of his own aimed right at my chest.

      I narrow my eyes at him, but I don’t argue or fight. I just hand it over.

      “Boss…?” Collin asks, his tone thick with tension. Neither he nor any of my other men have lowered their hands or moved out of their defensive positions.

      “It’s alright,” I say, making a snap decision. I raise my voice a little. “I’ll come quietly, Rokiades. But my men get to walk out of here alive. All of them.”

      “I’m a generous man,” Rokiades concedes. “I’ll agree to that.”

      “Go,” I hiss at my men. “Now.”

      “Boss—”

      “Now!”

      My men back away, leaving me where I am. The young man in front of me removes the clip from my gun and empties it. Bullets clatter onto the concrete beneath our feet. When it’s done, he tosses the useless weapon aside and focuses on me again.

      “Start walking,” he says. He prods me in the ribs with his pistol.

      “Out of curiosity,” I ask, “how much did he pay you?”

      “Enough to get me out of this neighborhood forever,” the kid replies solemnly.

      “Yeah? Well, then, no hard feelings.”
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      “I said I’m not hungry.”

      Rokiades grimaces. He’s proven himself to be a man for whom appearances mean everything. Not his own appearance, of course—he looks like a greased-up pig with a hair overgrowth problem, and that hasn’t changed. But I have to maintain my body. I have to look pretty and perfect and young.

      Ironic, really, considering the mark he’d left on my face when he struck me is only now beginning to heal.

      I glance around the massive dining room. There are guards stationed at every entrance. Not exactly unusual in this place, but I have noticed the amount of security has increased significantly in the last week or so. I wonder if that has to do with fear about an impending attack.

      Maybe Kian’s planning on rescuing me.

      I cringe at my own thoughts as soon as I have them. When I had become that girl? The fucking damsel in distress who waits on a man to save her?

      Also, when had Kian O’Sullivan become the prince in this twisted fairy tale?

      I look down at the plates on the table. My lunch consists of a few thin slices of baked chicken and a side of limp boiled vegetables. Rokiades, on the other hand, is feasting on a medium rare steak, potatoes dripping in butter, and bits of crispy bacon floating around in a dark red wine jus.

      I’ve barely eaten in days. But even still, my stomach doesn’t crave food. My appetite is nonexistent. And because of my morning “training regimen,” I’ve been feeling nauseous every morning this week.

      The sick fuck forces me to run on the treadmill for at least sixty minutes every day at the crack of dawn. If I slow down or refuse to work, he has one of his men beat me. On the days he’s feeling particularly malicious, he beats me himself.

      I’ve gotten so used to the pain that I barely feel it anymore. I don’t feel much of anything anymore, really. But I am getting curious as to what his plans for me are.

      Things have been suspiciously quiet of late. The last I’d heard of Kian was when Rokiades put me on speaker so that Kian would be able to hear my screams. I’d never heard the outcome of that particular conversation, but I do have a set of cigarette burns down my left forearm commemorating the moment. A nice little souvenir from my soon-to-be husband.

      His lips are slicked with blood from the steak. “Suit yourself,” he says. “You’ll cave soon.” As I watch, he forks a disgustingly large piece of meat and stuffs it into his mouth. Some of the jus gets on his mustache, but he doesn’t seem to notice. The nausea resurfaces again, but that’s the one good thing about never eating: there’s nothing left to throw up.

      “You look pale,” he adds.

      “Why do you care?”

      “Because I have to look at you,” he growls. “And I’m not interested in seeing a pale, scrawny, sweaty little whore.”

      “You prefer your whores radiant and smiling?” I ask sarcastically, before I can stop myself.

      He reaches out and clamps my nipple through my sheer shirt. I bite back a scream as I try to slap his hand away, but the cuffs around my wrists prevent me from making the gesture effective.

      He twists aggressively. I cry out, unable to hold it back anymore, and sag away from him.

      Rokiades holds on for a moment longer, just to prove he can. Then he releases me. “What have I told you about that tongue of yours?” he chides. “It gets you into so much trouble, glikia mu. You make me hurt you when I don’t want to do that.”

      I resist the urge to sling another sarcastic comment at him. Instead, I look down at my plate and push the food around without actually eating anything.

      “Eat the vegetables, at least,” he barks.

      “I told you, I’m not hungry.”

      “I don’t want you so thin that you look like a walking fucking skeleton,” he snaps. “I expect you to look the part. My wife will not be a goddamn zombie.”

      I grit my teeth to keep from lashing back out, but I still don’t bother touching anything on my plate. He growls low, though thankfully he drops the fight—for now.

      One of Rokiades’s men appears from the first entrance and walks up to him. He leans in and whispers something in his don’s ear. I study every expression that flickers onto Yannis’s face. He looks focused at first, then his brow twists with annoyance.

      “Fucking contain him,” he hisses low, but. I still manage to hear him. “He’s one fucking man!”

      It takes every ounce of willpower to keep my expression neutral.

      “Yes, sir,” the man mutters, chastened.

      “Get out of my sight.”

      “Uh… sir? There’s one more thing.”

      “What?” Rokiades snaps impatiently.

      “Dr. Lenore is here, sir.”

      “She has answers?”

      “I believe so, sir.”

      “Good. Make her wait. I’ll talk to her after my meal.” Rokiades dismisses the guard with a wave of his hand.

      The man slinks off immediately, but I continue to watch Rokiades. I don’t give a shit about his doctor, but the first bit of news I find intriguing.

      “Something going on?” I inquire.

      “Nothing to concern yourself with.”

      “I’m interested,” I tell him. “I’m playing the part.”

      “Then stay out of my affairs. They don’t concern you.”

      “Because I’m a woman?”

      “Precisely.”

      “And yet you need me,” I point out. “Without me, you wouldn’t be able to do any of this.”

      “I need nothing more than your pussy,” he retorts nastily with a leering smile. “After you give me an heir and a spare, you will be of no use to me. Heir and a spare. Has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?”

      “And if I don’t?” I ask the question calmly, but my chest feels tight with anxiety.

      “Oh, you will,” he says with deadly calm. “Or you will die trying. There’s plenty of room in the graveyard next to my other wives, darling.”

      I shudder at the thought. “Who’s this ‘one man’ your tough guys can’t seem to contain?” I ask, changing gears quickly.

      Rokiades’s eyes flash to mine. “I thought I told you to stop asking questions that don’t concern you.”

      “Who do you have?” I ask, ignoring him altogether.

      He shoves himself away from the table so hard that his chair clatters back onto the sleek marble floor. He ignores it and keep his small, dark eyes fixed on me. “You will learn to stay silent,” he says. Then he leans in closer and adds, “Because if you don’t, I’ll just have to cut out that smart little tongue of yours.”

      Disgust rolls through me like a tidal wave. I have no doubt he’d do it. But I act as though I’m unconcerned with the threat.

      “Bah! Forget it. You’ve ruined my appetite,” he scowls. He turns and storms away from the dining room table.

      I expect another nipple twist or a slap on his way out—both are par for the course these days—but he doesn’t do either. I raise my eyes from my lap to watch him vanish from the room.

      But just before he goes, I realize something. A tiny little subtlety about his posture.

      Rokiades is nervous.

      Good. It means something is not going according to plan.

      I look at the men stationed around the dining room. My own personal guard, four men strong. They’ve shadowed me everywhere. Which really hasn’t given them much to do, considering I spent most of my time chained to the bed in my room.

      It’s gotten to the point where I actually enjoy the forced treadmill runs in the morning. I’ve always been athletic, always been a runner, so to spent most of my time on bed feels cruel and unusual.

      I tug at my restraints and bang on the table with my other hand. “I’m ready to go.”

      The tall blonde guard with the hooked nose and the dark eyes moves forward. He’s watched me closely since he was assigned to me weeks ago.

      I know he’s attracted to me. Every time we’re alone, more or less, he practically undresses me with his eyes. I’ve thought countless times of luring him in and using him to escape this place. But every time I try, I’m hit with a wave of nausea and it derails my efforts.

      I just can’t do it. Not even to save my own life.

      Because every time I even consider it, Kian’s blue eyes flash across my mind.

      “The boss told us to keep you here a little longer.”

      I roll my eyes. “Why?”

      “He doesn’t give us reasons.”

      “Of course not. He says, ‘Jump,’ and you say, ‘How high?’” I grumble. “Bunch of fucking circus animals.”

      He clenches his jaw but ignores the obvious bait. “You’re not going to eat?” he asks, gesturing towards my full plate.

      “This garbage?” I ask with contempt. “Please. I have taste buds, you know.”

      He almost smiles. His eyes flutter over my cleavage.

      I eat most of my meals with Rokiades. He insists on it unfortunately. Breakfast, he usually has brought to my room. But lunch and dinner are always here, in this banquet hall. It’s unnecessarily over the top. The ceiling is hung with ugly gold chandeliers that clash with the modern interior of the rest of the room and the walls are lined with formal portraits like he thinks he’s a goddamn king.

      He expects me to dress up for the meals we have here, too. And by ‘dress up,’ I mean that he has a maid bring in an outfit he has chosen specifically for me for each meal. Every day that goes by, the hemlines get shorter and the necklines plunge deeper.

      It’s all a sick game of control.

      Control. What a funny word. I used to think I know what it meant.

      I was so, so wrong.

      I accused Kian of loving control. Of craving it, getting high off it. But it’s only taken a short time with Rokiades for me to understand what Kian was trying to explain all along. Kian’s control was a give-and-take. He offered me as much as he took from me.

      I didn’t grasp that soon enough. And in a short little while, it’s going to cost me everything.

      I shiver and try to breathe against the encroaching anxiety, but the dress I’m wearing tonight is a yellow bandage dress that sucks my body in and curves around me like a second skin. It’s so damn tight that it pushes my breasts up, making them look double their size. Of course, it has no elegance or class. It’s a trashy dress chosen by a perverted old man with trashy taste.

      I look up at the gold chandeliers and the ugly art on the wall. And all I can think is one thing: Kian would never.

      That was another thing I’d accused him of. You’re just like Darragh Kinahan, I’d snarled. Just like my brother. Just like Rokiades. A beast and a monster.

      But I was wrong. These men are as different as night and day. I wish I’d realized that truth sooner.

      “That’s a nice dress,” the blonde guard comments. Desire ripples across his features. He manages to tamp it back and opens his mouth to say something else.

      But before he can, someone appears at the door. “Bring the girl!” the figure calls.

      The guard nods and glances back at me, his expression retreating once more into impassive, businesslike seriousness. “Come on.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “I know as much as you do,” he informs me emotionlessly.

      Sighing, I’m uncuffed from the chair and taken through to my large bedroom. When I walk inside, led by the blonde guard who has a grip on my steel leash, I realize that the room’s not empty.

      “Doctor,” I say without a trace of enthusiasm.

      Dr. Lenore is an attractive woman who seems to take pains not to look attractive. She’s got a closely-shaved buzz cut, she wears no makeup, and her clothes are always baggy and ill-fitted. I met her for the first time over a week ago when she came in to give me a full physical and a blood test—on Yannis Rokiades’s orders, of course. Apparently, he wanted to make sure my body was healthy enough to bear a child.

      I’d sat silently through the entire process, refusing to answer the doctor’s questions or engage with her in any way. She’d been surprisingly patient, and after she’d left, I’d regretted my stubbornness. I can’t afford to alienate every person who’s half-decent to me.

      “Hello, Renata,” Dr. Lenore greets. True to form, she’s wearing loose black slacks and an oversized blouse in a soft beige color.

      The blonde guard pulls me over to the bed and attempts to chain me back to it.

      “Is that necessary?” Doctor Lenore asks impatiently.

      “Boss’s orders.”

      “I need to examine my patient,” she says with barely concealed annoyance. “I’d prefer that she not be chained during the process.”

      The guard hesitates. “Well…”

      “Wait outside the door,” she insists. “Once I’m done, you can come back in here and restrain her however you like.”

      He hesitates for a moment and then shrugs and drops the leash on the plush carpet beneath our feet.

      The moment the door clicks behind him, Dr. Lenore walks over and looks me up and down. “You’ve lost more weight since I last saw you.”

      “I don’t eat much.”

      “Been feeling nauseous lately?”

      I shrug. “He forces me to run on the treadmill every day. It’s… grueling.”

      She cocks her head to the side. “How long have you been in this house with him, Renata?” she asks.

      “Why?”

      “Answer the question, please.”

      I sigh. “I don’t know… Two weeks, three?”

      Doctor Lenore nods slowly. “I asked to speak to you on the pretext that I wanted to make sure you were doing okay. I told him you’d complained of gastric pain the last time I was here.”

      I frown. “Why would you do that?”

      “Because you have a problem.”

      I feel fear snaking up my chest. “Which is…?”

      “You’re pregnant, Renata,” she tells me bluntly. “The blood test I took last week confirmed as much. It’s still very early, but the test is indisputable.”

      My pulse is thundering in my ears. It’s all I can hear, drowning out Dr. Lenore, the house around me, my own breathing. I just stare at her, my jaw has gone slack with shock. “That… that can’t be…”

      “I’m afraid it is,” she replies. “And given the stage of your pregnancy and the number of weeks you’ve been here, I’m guessing Rokiades is not the father.”

      There it is. The sick twist I should’ve expected all along.

      My knees give way. Luckily, the bed is right behind me, so I sink down into it, reeling.

      “Oh God. Are you sure?”

      “Completely sure.”

      My eyes flash to hers. “Did you tell him?”

      She hesitates. “No.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t want to be responsible for what he does to you when he finds out,” she admits. “You’re going to have to make a decision about what you want to do now.”

      I have a baby.

      Not the Greek’s, though. It’s Kian’s.

      And that’s worse. Far worse.

      Because if Yannis finds out about the life inside my womb… he’ll kill us both.
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      “Fucking tell me!” the Greek bellows.

      I spit out blood and fix Rokiades with a measured glance that I know infuriates him. I don’t say a word, though. I’ve been stubbornly silent since they took me and he’s starting to get desperate. The old son of a bitch seems to think that the louder he shouts, the more I’ll talk. It hasn’t been working for him so far.

      Neither have the beatings. I’m bloodied and bruised. I’ve got gashes torn into my torso and cuts snaking up and down my arms and legs.

      But I still haven’t given him anything. I don’t intend to, either. Pain may be a big motivator for most men. But not for me. They made us strong back home. And no one was a more ruthless teacher than my old man. He knew that the only way his sons were going to survive the life was to become accustomed to pain.

      If you can compartmentalize pain, it’s easier to handle. Easier to ignore. So that’s what I do. I shove it away to a deep, dark place inside of me and pretend it doesn’t exist.

      Some moments are easier than others. I’ve been strung up like the Vitruvian Man for two days now. My legs are spread apart and tied against wooden poles like you’d use to burn a witch at the stake.

      “If you don’t tell me what I want to know, I will hurt her,” Rokiades snarls. “I will make her suffer.”

      I don’t give him any reaction at all, apart from a slight lift of my eyebrow.

      He’s assumed that threatening Renata would continue to work for him. He’s assumed wrong.

      Rokiades already reneged on his part of the bargain. Why would I trust him with another? Especially because a few conversations with the man have given me quite a window into his psyche.

      He’s all about appearances. About maintaining the illusion of power in the absence of the real thing. He wants control, but he has no idea how to get it. And even less of an idea how to hold it if it fall in his lap.

      His plans hinge on getting Renata to marry him, but he doesn’t want to force her into the arrangement because of how it would look to his so-called “allies.”

      It’s pitiful how easy it was to grasp all of that. To read him like a book. Hell, he’d given himself away on the first fucking day of my capture.

      “It will be a glorious wedding!” he boasted as his men strung me up when we arrived here from the lot. “All those malakes that questioned my ability to unite the Greeks and Italians will have to swallow their words when they see my beautiful bride.”

      “Is she going to be gagged and bound and forced down the aisle?” I’d asked. “I find that that tends to dampen the festive spirit. Just a little piece of advice from a friend.”

      “Don’t you worry—when I’m done with her, she’ll marry me willingly.”

      After that conversation, I knew one thing for certain: he won’t hurt Renata. She’s his meal ticket. His only shot at making this fucking nonsense work out the way he wants it to.

      Which gives me the assurance I needed to fall back on the image I should have projected right from the start: complete and utter disinterest.

      “Did you hear me?” Rokiades roars again. “I will make her suffer!”

      And risk ruining her pretty face right before the wedding? I don’t think so, you old goat. You showed your hand.

      Instead of saying all that, I just shrug as best I can, given my position. “Go ahead,” I invite. “Make her suffer. God knows she’s been nothing but a pain in my ass.”

      His eyes go wide. “You don’t mean that.”

      “No, seriously—huge pain in the ass, that one.”

      He slaps me. “You don’t want to see her suffer.”

      “Oh, that? Yeah, sure, I do. Or not. Whatever.”

      His nose wrinkles with suspicion. “Suddenly, you don’t care about her?”

      “You made assumptions about my feelings for the girl,” I tell him. “My interest in her was always professional. And that ship has sailed now. So like I said: whatever.”

      Rokiades narrows his eyes at me. “You were planning on marrying her yourself?” he asks. “To unite the mafia families the same way I’m planning on doing?”

      I widen my eyes like that’s just now occurring to me. “Damn! That’s a pretty good plan. Wish I thought of it.”

      He gives me a manic smile. “It’s a brilliant fucking plan. You were simply too weak to see it through.”

      “It’s not weakness, Rokiades,” I tell him confidently. “It’s intelligence.”

      He frowns. “What does that mean?”

      “It means that I was not about to force the girl to marry me,” I tell him. “I was grooming her.”

      He jerks his chin out, considering my words. But his expression gives himself away again. He’s getting nowhere with Renata.

      I smile despite myself. That catches the old fucker’s attention. Nothing riles up a proud man worse than laughter at his expense. “Something funny?”

      “She’s not the type of woman you can force into submission,” I point out. “She needs to be… convinced. You don’t have what it takes.”

      His expression turns dark with rage, but he manages to tamp it down.

      “I’m a proud man,” he says after a moment. “But that doesn’t make me stupid. I’m aware that I’m not the kind of man who can woo a beautiful young woman. You, on the other hand… you’re young. Younger than me, at least.”

      “And smart. And incredibly handsome. And a killer poker player,” I add, “since we’re listing attributes.”

      He glares at me. Not a fan of gallows humor, I guess. “You did your work well,” he says. “The girl has fallen into your trap. Classic case of Stockholm Syndrome.”

      I tense slightly, wondering how else Renata has given herself away. Apparently, in her most vulnerable moments, the name on her lips is mine. I might have been thrilled with that fact if it weren’t for the danger it poses for her.

      “But something you just said… It makes a lot of sense,” he nods. “I don’t have the time to groom her like you did. I have neither the patience nor the inclination, either. But I do have a deadline. I have a wedding to prepare for. And you’re right—she’s not the kind of woman who can be forced. She needs to be… convinced.”

      He snaps out the last word like a death sentence. And that nasty gleam in his eyes says he’s found a new approach to try out on her.

      Fuck. I don’t like the sound of that.

      Rokiades turns and struts out of the small, dark warehouse, leaving me tethered to the wooden poles. I strain against them, but the cuffs are too strong. They’re checked and tightened every few hours, too, so that any progress I make loosening them is rendered moot.

      I’m stuck.

      And somewhere out there, a sickening old man is laying his hands on Renata.
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      About half an hour later, the door opens again. Rokiades enters.

      Except this time, he’s not alone.

      I recognize Renata’s silhouette even from a distance. She’s lost weight since I last saw her. Was that only a few weeks ago? It seems like so much longer.

      I feel the physical pain melt away and rage takes over. I have to curb the anger for now, though. It’s the only thing that can blow this whole debacle wide open.

      Rokiades is smiling as he forces Renata forward. She’s dressed in a tight black minidress that’s paired with inappropriately tall heels, high enough that she looks like she might totter over at any moment. Her face is slathered with makeup and her eyes look huge and sunken against her hollow cheeks.

      The beauty is still there, though it’s hidden behind the doll that Rokiades has shaped her into for himself.

      Motherfucker.

      Renata’s eyes are wide with shock and horror as she takes me in. They scour over my body, landing on every bruise, scrape, and cut like they’re a personal affront. She winces, too, as if she feels the pain I feel.

      She takes a step forward as though to close the gap between us, but Rokiades snags her arm and pulls her to a stop next to him. “That’s close enough, glikia mu,” he croons, his tone reeking of insincerity. “I thought I’d give you an early wedding present.”

      I notice there are ligature marks on her wrists and around her ankles. It seems like the fucker keeps her tied up. My anger burns another notch hotter.

      “Kian…” Renata murmurs, ignoring Rokiades.

      Jesus. Her voice. Her fucking voice. Seeing me like this pains her. That’s etched all over the tortured edges of her tone.

      She says it again: “Oh, Kian…”

      I refuse to make eye contact. She should know better than to act like she cares in front of him.

      She whirls on the Greek. “What have you done to him?” she demands. She smacks him in the chest, but he flicks her aside like a horsefly.

      “Only what he deserves,” Yannis replies with a shrug.

      She shakes her head in horrified disbelief. “What are you going to do with him?”

      “Now, that’s a much more interesting question,” he acknowledges happily. “The best thing to do, of course, would be to dispose of him.”

      Her body jerks, but her eyes fall back on me. She doesn’t say anything. It’s as though she’s realized what a vulnerable position she’s just put herself in.

      “Is that what you’d like, Renata?” Rokiades asks. “Would you like if Kian O’Sullivan were to simply”—he snaps his fingers—“disappear?”

      She never takes her eyes off me. She looks angry, but is that anger directed at me? A part of it definitely seems to be.

      “How did you even manage to capture him?” she asks.

      Rokiades scoffs. “It was easier than his reputation would have you believe,” he says. “My men and I ambushed him. He fought… but not hard enough.”

      Of course he’d change the story to make him sound tougher. Like I said, he’s a pitiful man. I don’t bother to dispute him.

      “I had a bad cold that day,” I explain in a pained wheeze. “Sneezing so hard I couldn’t fire in a straight line.”

      “Karl,” Rokiades growls.

      One of his goons steps forward and slugs me in the stomach. I grunt. Blood flies out of my mouth. Across from me, I hear Renata gasp despite the sudden ringing in my ears.

      Rokiades eyes me, wondering if he’s done enough to put me in place. I drag my eyes up to meet his, even as my head whirls with pain and deliriousness.

      “Seriously,” I bite out through a cough, “had to bring a pack of tissues with me to the firefight and everything.”

      The Greek snarls angrily. “Again!” he roars.

      Confirmed: the man really doesn’t like humor.

      I’m prepared for the second punch, though. I barely feel it—mostly because I’m waiting for Renata’s reaction. She’s cringing away from me, her eyes half-averted, and half-peeled, as though she can’t decide whether to look away or not.

      Rokiades signals for the man to keep going. Karl rains blows on my exposed torso. I think I feel a rib crack at one point, though by now my whole body is such a blur of pain that I can’t be sure.

      After a while, the Greek raises a hand and his thug stops assaulting me. “Would you like a go?” Rokiades offers, pushing Renata forward toward me.

      She almost trips in her ridiculous high heels as she tries to push him away. “Stop this,” she whispers, so low I barely catch it.

      “What was that?”

      “Please… make him stop.”

      Rokiades holds up his hand and his goon melts away into the background. I glance up to Renata, hoping that she’ll pay attention to the purpose in my eyes.

      Let me be the one to suffer, I’m saying. I have the strength to get through this.

      I don’t dare say the other part: that I fear she may not be strong enough for what he has in store for her.

      “You care for him, don’t you, dear?” Rokiades asks.

      She’s quiet for several long seconds. Refusing to take his bait.

      “Hmm… maybe I’ve got it wrong. Karl, continue.”

      The blow comes from the back this time, right at the middle of my spine. Feels like the bastard grabbed a club from somewhere unseen. I arch forwards and roar in agony as my eyes roll back towards the warehouse ceiling.

      “No!” Renata bleats. “Stop!”

      I feel her scream as though it’s echoing inside me. When my head sags forward again, Rokiades is gazing at Renata with a jealous triumph in his eyes.

      “What will you do to make it stop?” he inquires gently.

      I want to tell her not to say a word. Let me suffer, I plead again. I can take it. I’ll take it for you.

      But she won’t look at me. Can’t see the message in my gaze. He’s laid the perfect trap… and she’s about to talk right into it.

      “Anything,” she says. The word flies out of her in an agonized moan.

      I feel my chest constrict uncomfortably. It’s a feeling I don’t recognize. One I’m not used to. One I’m woefully unprepared to deal with.

      “Then it’s simple,” he says. “Marry me. Freely and willingly. In front of my friends, family, and colleagues. That is my condition. If you accept it, the beatings and the torture will cease.”

      “You’ll release him?”

      He snorts with laughter. “No, of course not. I am no fool. Kian O’Sullivan is a valuable asset and I will not set him free. At least not yet. But he will be given a room with a bed and three meals a day. And of course… no pain.”

      Renata flinches. Her eyes flit up to mine.

      I shake my head. Imperceptibly, but I’m almost certain she notices. And yet she ignores it.

      “Fine,” she says, without missing a beat.

      I don’t even have the energy to argue.

      Rokiades looks positively euphoric. “Yes?”

      She nods. “I’ll marry you.”

      “How wonderful,” he says. “Well then, we’re engaged. Officially. How lucky you are to be here for it, Kian! A moment to remember.”

      He puts a hand on Renata’s shoulder. I want to fucking break it off.

      “Now, Renata, my love, let us seal the promise,” he serenades. “Give me a kiss, glikia mu.”

      She tenses visibly, but she doesn’t cringe away or refuse him. She takes a step forward and presses her lips to his cheek in the lightest of kisses before she backs away.

      The Greek’s face twists into anger. “That is not worth the sacrifice I’ve just made for you,” he snarls. “Make me believe you mean it.”

      The gap between this moment and the next feels like it lasts a lifetime. Renata standing there, tall and lithe and beautiful. Her hair like dark silk. My heart aches with how bad I want her. How wrong this is to make me watch this shit.

      Renata closes her eyes.

      Leans forward.

      All the pain I’ve been dealt is nothing compared to this. To watching her give herself up to another man. To a fucking beast.

      I’ll take a thousand needles to the skin, a thousand punches to the gut if it means never having to witness this shit.

      But just as I go to turn my head away, my good friend Karl snatches my face between his meaty, bloodstained hands and forces me to look…

      Right as Renata’s lips touch the Greek’s.

      I strain against my bonds and try to roar, though almost no sound comes out and I’m tethered too tightly to my wooden boards to do much more than tremble the metal chain-links.

      My vision goes red. The only thing I can see is all the ways I’m going to kill this motherfucker when I get free.

      He doesn’t know it yet. And neither do I—I don’t know how I’ll get out of here, or when, or what it will cost me.

      All I know is this: sooner or later, that moment will indeed come.

      And when it does, I’m going to make him hurt.
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      “How is he?”

      Rokiades looks at me with obvious annoyance. “How the fuck am I supposed to know?” he demands. “I don’t want to see the Irishman’s face any more than necessary.”

      I take some comfort in that. If Kian was still being tortured, I’m pretty sure Rokiades would be there to see it. He’s sadistic like that. Petty and sadistic.

      “Part of our deal was that you would make sure he was comfortable.”

      “And part of the deal was that you would start playing the fucking part,” Rokiades hisses at me. “You don’t look like a happy bride to me right now.”

      I grit my teeth. “That’s because you insist on forcing me to wear that hideous dress.”

      I gesture towards the gown that’s hung against the back of the door. It’s a massive frilly confection with puffy sleeves and a low neckline.

      Rokiades narrows his eyes. “That was my mother’s dress.”

      “That makes sense,” I remark. “I don’t know how to break this to you, but that dress went out of style around the time you were born. So five hundred years ago, give or take.”

      The head seamstress who’s about to take my measurements exchanges a glance with her two assistants. Something that doesn’t go unnoticed.

      “Lola, take the girls and go outside,” Rokiades orders without bothering to even look at them.

      The older woman bows her head deferentially and snaps her fingers at the two young girls behind me. They follow her out of the room.

      I square my shoulders as Rokiades gets to his feet. He walks to me slowly. His stomach seems to have doubled in the last few days. I have noticed that he’s been eating a lot more lately—stress eating, perhaps? I sincerely hope so. He’s got good reason to be stressed, from what I can tell. I may be confined to my bedroom most days, but that doesn’t mean I don’t hear things.

      There have been attacks all over the city. Irishmen attacking the Greeks and the Italians alike. Things are escalating fast.

      And it seems that without Kian’s leadership, the attacks are both brutal and leave no room for diplomacy. Everything I’ve heard has been pieced together based on scraps I overhear from my own guards.

      None of it sounds good for Rokiades.

      He leans down in front of me, giving me an eyeful of his stained grey whiskers. “I have been very generous with you,” he warns. “Too generous. Don’t make me regret it.”

      I look down, biting back the retort on my tongue.

      “Kiss me, Renata.”

      I raise my face up, but I refuse to look at him as he leans the rest of the way in. His fat, dry lips scrape against mine. The whole time, I hold my breath, stay deathly still, and pray for it to be over.

      He pulls away in frustration. “You call that a fucking kiss?”

      I stay silent.

      “There’s no life, no passion behind it! It feels like I’m kissing a corpse.”

      I want to tell him to get used to it, but I clamp down on my tongue instead. I can feel his eyes boring into me. He’s annoyed with me—angry even.

      I know this isn’t just about me, though. The noose is tightening. And he’s getting nervous.

      The wedding date was moved forward three weeks. As best as I can guess, the Lombardi loyalists and the leadership of the Mariani family are both reluctant to commit to the alliance with the Greeks before the wedding actually takes place.

      I hadn’t put up a fight when Rokiades broke the news to me about the change in timing. He didn’t like that—I’ve fought him on everything else, so why not this? But I let him be as suspicious as he wants.

      I just need to protect myself… and the child I’m carrying.

      Instinctively, my hands twitch towards my stomach, but I suppress the urge forcefully.

      This child is nothing short of a miracle. I spent the first few days after the revelation in denial. The doctor who’d examined me a lifetime ago in the wake of my rescue from the bikers had told me in no uncertain terms that I was damaged beyond repair. That I’d never be able to bear a son or a daughter.

      But Dr. Lenore is certain.

      “There are lacerations in your womb,” she’d explained, “but they’re not so bad that they can prevent you from getting pregnant. The human body is remarkable. It’s amazing how it can heal itself against all odds.”

      I’d been only nineteen when I was told I would never be a mother. I suppose I was young enough and broken enough that the news felt almost like a blessing back then. Why would I want to have children? To perpetuate the cycles of violence and unhappiness I’d been born into?

      No, it felt like the inability to get pregnant was a good thing. As I’ve gotten older, that has changed so imperceptibly, so slowly I didn’t even notice until now.

      It isn’t that I want to have a child, per se. I just resent the fact that I’d been robbed of the choice. And now… well, there hadn’t been much of a choice involved.

      But I am pregnant.

      With Kian’s baby.

      And somehow, it’s hard to find the downside in that. Except for the fact that I’ve agreed to marry another man. One minor hiccup.

      “I’m going to expect more from you from now on,” he says, straightening up a little.

      “More?”

      “The talking back needs to stop,” he says firmly. “I expect you to be respectful and courteous at all times. I expect obedience at all times. I expect submissiveness at all times.”

      I tense, but I know that agreeing to his terms are the only way to get what I want—Kian’s life intact. “How do I know you’ll hold up your end of the bargain?”

      He narrows his eyes at me. “I told you O’Sullivan will not be touched and he hasn’t been. Not since you and I came to our little arrangement.”

      “I haven’t seen him since then,” I point out. “I want proof.”

      He stills for a moment, eyeing my carefully. “Proof?”

      “I want to see him.”

      He looks irked at the mere request, but he’s trying to contain it. He’s trying to act as though he’s not jealous. But I’ve always been able to read jealousy. It’s not an emotion that men can handle or hide easily.

      “That is inappropriate.”

      “Almost as inappropriate as forcing a girl who’s less than half your age to marry you?” I ask. “I doubt it. I’m giving up a lot here. My freedom, my autonomy, my happiness. I’ve agreed to marry you and I’ve agreed not to embarrass you in front of your guests. All I’m asking is to see Kian. One hour a day. That’s all.”

      Rokiades likes that part even less. “An hour every day?”

      “Yes.”

      “Not a chance in hell.”

      “I’ll wear your mother’s dress without complaining,” I tell him. “I’ll smile as I walk down the aisle. And I’ll… I’ll give you the heir you want so much.”

      His eyes go wide at that.

      Apart from demanding a few wet kisses from me, he hasn’t tried to force himself on me. God only knows what’s keeping him away. But I know that will change after we’re married.

      I also know that the only reason he hasn’t raped me already is because he’s terrified I’ll shut down and that’ll ruin the precious image he wants to offer up on the wedding day. An image of power and control for all the other dons in the city to fall for.

      “You’ll give yourself to me?” he asks. “Willingly?”

      “Yes.”

      He smile spreads across his face. “Fine,” Rokiades says with a curt nod. “You can see him. But one hour is out of the question.”

      I open my mouth to protest, but he holds up his hand, silencing me.

      “Fifteen minutes,” he says. “That’s all you’ll get. And you will be accompanied by two guards at all time. Nor will you be permitted in his cell. I don’t want that animal’s hands to touch what’s mine.”

      I flinch back at the possessive bent of his words. “Fine,” I mutter. “Deal.”

      He nods once more and pivots away from me, but I can tell there’s something on his mind. Something that’s troubling him.

      “How did he do it?” he asks, turning back slowly to look at me.

      “Do what?”

      “Make you fall in love with him.”

      I bristle instinctively. “I’m not in love with him.”

      Rokiades cocks his head to the side and gives me an almost pitying expression that makes my stomach twist. “You’ve bound yourself to me for life in order to save his,” he points out. “Why else would you sacrifice yourself for a man like him, except for love?”

      My heart beats unsteadily, but I try and remain calm.

      “So tell me, Renata,” Rokiades presses, “how did he do it? I understand the surface appeal. He’s rich, good-looking, powerful. But that can’t be the only reason he—”

      “I don’t love him,” I say again. I want so badly to believe it. For one instant, I do. I close my eyes and say it again, as if to convince myself. “I don’t love Kian. I just don’t want to see anyone suffer on my behalf anymore.”

      I can feel Rokiades’s gaze raking over me as he weighs that. In the end, he shrugs. “If you say so.” His footsteps shuffle across the floor as he heads for the exit.

      His voice oozes from the hallway as he gives orders to the seamstresses. “Lola, you may begin taking her measurements. And make sure they’re precise. I want the dress to hug her figure. Let the world see what I now own.”

      I feel a kernel of dread as Lola and her assistants re-enter the room. The wedding is only two weeks away now. I just hope my body doesn’t go through any major changes in the meantime.

      Hold on, little one, I whisper silently to the life in my womb. We’ll get through this. Just stay with me. I’ve got you.
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      I’m flanked by two guards. Both are older men with expressionless faces. They lead me to a hidden building at the very back edge of Rokiades’s property.

      It feels weird that Kian has been so close to me this entire time. A stone’s throw away—but with a whole fucking world between us.

      When I walk into the warehouse, the large wooden plinth-like structure that he’d been tied to is gone. I can’t see him anywhere. “Where is he?” I ask.

      Neither guard answers me. Instead, they lead me silently to the back of the warehouse, towards a line of doors with small square partition windows at the top. I know immediately that the second door on the right is Kian’s room because there’s a guard stationed just outside it.

      Before I can head over, the door opens and none other than Dr. Lenore walks out. She’s wearing one of her signature baggy shirts and her head looks freshly buzzed. The guard locks the door and follows her as she makes her way towards me.

      “Renata,” she says with a pleasant smile, as if we’re old friends. “You’re looking well.”

      I glance over her shoulder. “Were you treating Kian?”

      “I was.”

      “Is he okay?”

      She gives me a sympathetic smile. “His injuries will all heal in time. How are you?”

      Her question is pointed. I know what she’s really asking. “Tired,” I respond. “But otherwise, good.”

      I’m about to move past her when she reaches out and grabs my wrist. “Renata…” I look down and she drops my hand immediately. “I have to tell you: Don Rokiades has requested your medical file. And when he sees it…”

      I freeze. “Oh.” She doesn’t have to say the unspoken part. When he sees it, he’ll know your pregnant. He’ll know it isn’t his.

      “He’s expecting me to hand it over in a day or two,” she says. “I can’t stall much longer than that.”

      I nod. “Thank you for telling me.”

      “Good luck,” she says before walking away.

      I close my eyes for a moment, trying to determine to how handle the coming shit storm. I decide that there’s nothing more I can do but brace.

      For now, I need to see Kian. I take a deep breath and open my eyes. “Stay here,” I tell my guards authoritatively.

      Neither one seems inclined to listen. I stop and turn around slowly. Drawing myself up to my full height, I look each man in the eye. “I am to be your don’s wife. Do you really want to get on my bad side so early?” I ask.

      “We have orders—”

      “Your orders are to watch me. I will be within your line of sight, talking to the man through a closed door. Let’s not be precious about this.”

      The two guards exchange a glance, and then the taller of the two shrugs slightly. Then, in unison, they retreat a few steps back down the hallway. Smart boys.

      Smiling in satisfaction, I nod and turn towards the door Dr. Lenore had emerged from.

      When I slide the partition open, I get a small window into the space beyond. Which is predictably small and dark, but there is a low bed pushed to one wall and a small table next to it. I notice a glass of water on the table and an empty plate and I breathe a sigh of relief.

      “Kian?”

      He appears at the window. His face is disturbingly gaunt but his blue eyes seem even more piercing than I remember.

      I grip the partition, my fingers edging between the gaps in the grille. “Are you okay?” I ask urgently. “Are they treating you better now?”

      “Renata…” He says my name so softly that I have to strain to pick it up. His eyes bore into my face as though he’s trying to take a mental snapshot. It’s lovely. Touching. Almost tender, in the strangest of ways. My heart twinges and I don’t know what I’m expecting him to say…

      But it certainly isn’t what he says next. “What the fuck were you thinking?”

      I frown. “‘Thank you’ works, too, you know.”

      “Fuck that,” he growls. “You made a stupid decision.”

      I bristle. “I was trying to stop him from killing you.”

      “You didn’t stop him. You just postponed things.”

      “Meaning what? You’ve given up?”

      “I never said that.”

      “No? Then what are you saying?” I prod.

      He closes his eyes for a moment. I can see the frustration all over his face and it just makes me sad. Emotional. Fucking heartbroken.

      Because I’ve done this for him. I’ve walked into a lifetime of servitude for him.

      And apparently, all that gets me is anger and frustration.

      Then it hits me. Just because I’m at a point where I think that’s a worthy tradeoff, doesn’t mean he is. Maybe, like always, I’ve read the situation completely wrong. I take half a step back from the window, thoughts churning. That seems to catch his attention.

      “Renata.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t do that.”

      “Don’t do what?”

      “Shut down,” he says.

      “Right. Sorry,” I say bitterly. “You’re the only one who has the right to shut down. Is that right?”

      He meets my gaze. “I told you, I fucking told you to stay—”

      “I know,” I snap. “I fucking know. And you were right. I shouldn’t have left. But I did.”

      “Why?” he demands.

      “Because I wanted answers, Kian!” I tell him. “I wanted to know who my mother was. I wanted to know what she was to my father. What he was to her. The only person with those answers was Drago. And I thought if I got him out, then he’d tell me.”

      “And did he?”

      I sigh. “He gave me just enough to make me think he knew everything. And then he called Rokiades.”

      “What was the plan, Renata?” Kian asks scathingly. “Did you even have one?”

      His tone is cutting, but I know I deserve it. My hand wanders to my stomach. I’m glad he can’t see the gesture from his vantage point. The truth is on the tip of my tongue, but I swallow it down.

      Now is not the time.

      “I had a plan,” I admit. “It wasn’t fully-formed, but I had one.”

      “Care to share it with me now? Just for curiosity’s sake.”

      “I was going to get the truth from Drago, get back on shore, and get as far away from this city as possible.”

      “That’s a pretty shitty plan, all things considered.”

      “What would you have done in my place?” I ask softly. “Everywhere I go, everywhere I turn, there’s another man trying to use me to gain power. I don’t want to be a pawn anymore, Kian.”

      “Then don’t be,” he says. “Be a player.”

      “How? I’m tied down now.”

      He narrows his eyes. “What does that mean?”

      I drop my hand from my stomach. “I made a deal with Rokiades, Kian. You saw it.”

      “Fuck the deal. You’re not really going to marry that puffed-up old goat, are you?”

      “I don’t have a choice.”

      He slams his hands against the door and I gasp, taking a step back automatically as the metal clangs harshly in the frame.

      My guards start moving forward immediately, but I hold up my hand to stop them. “It’s fine,” I say as they fall back into place. “Stay where you are.”

      “Look at you,” Kian says bitterly. “Falling into the role perfectly.”

      “Why are you so angry?” I ask, defensiveness coursing through my body. “I did this for you!”

      “Yeah?” he says, his eyes dark with anger. “But why did you do this for me? You ran before, and now you’re willing to give yourself for Rokiades just to save me. It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Then you haven’t been paying attention,” I snap. “I wanted freedom. That doesn’t mean I don’t care about you.”

      I’m so angry that I allow myself to say the words before I can think twice about them.

      He stops short. His expression grows complicated. “You care about me, huh?”

      The silence is thick and tense. There’s no turning back now. And I don’t want to be a coward. “I didn’t lie, you know,” I say. “That last hour we spent together before I ran, nothing I told you was a lie. I don’t think even I realized it until then.”

      I shake my head.

      “But it’s hard for me to know who to trust. Every man I’ve ever met has betrayed or abandoned me sooner or later. My father, my brother, my husband. And now they’re all gone and I have to continue.”

      “Your brother’s not gone.”

      I frown. “What?”

      “I fished Drago off the yacht before it blew up,” Kian tells me. “Saved the fucker’s life, even though he doesn’t deserve it.”

      “You… saved him?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      He hesitates. The silence is heavy, and I try to read between the lines. “You saved him for me… didn’t you?”

      “I might still decide to have him killed,” Kian says gruffly.

      I almost smile. “So you care about me, too?”

      “Jesus,” he groans. “I thought that was fucking obvious when I was trying to keep you out of Rokiades’s clutches.”

      “How could I not think that was about a power play? About keeping me as a bargaining chip?”

      “I suppose I can’t blame you,” he admits quietly. “I just wish you had trusted me.”

      My jaw clenches. I’m starting to feel nauseous again. “The wedding is in a few weeks, Kian,” I say. “I’m going to try and get him to release you before then.”

      “You know he’ll never do it, Renata,” Kian scoffs. “He’s playing you. The moment you’ve married him, the fucker’s going to kill me.”

      “I’m not an idiot,” I retort. “I figured that much out. I just wanted to buy you time.”

      “And who’s going to buy you time, eh?” he presses. “You agreed to marry him. What’s stopping that?”

      “I had to give him something he wanted.”

      “You shouldn’t have given him anything,” he hisses. “I will get out of here.”

      “How?”

      He raises his eyebrows. “You think my men are just sitting idly by? You think my brother isn’t on his way here? The Clan is coming, Renata,” he tells me. “I would have been out of here regardless. You should have stayed calm, kept your cool, and pretended as though I meant nothing to you.”

      “Maybe pretending is easy for you,” I say. “But it’s not for me. You were being beaten to within an inch of your life. I couldn’t just watch it continue.”

      “I was fine.”

      “That’s your pride talking.”

      “No, it’s your naivete talking. He laid a trap for you, and you walked right into it.”

      I bite down on my tongue, trying to keep calm, but he keeps goading me. Keeps pushing me away. “Forgive me for not playing the game,” I growl. “I’m not like you. Or him. And I happen to think that’s a good thing.”

      “Except that you’re in our world,” Kian points out. “And the only way to survive it is think like us.”

      “Are you like him then, Kian?” I ask bitterly.

      “You tell me, Renata.”

      I meet his gaze, even though I don’t want to. Maybe he’s not pushing me at all. Maybe he’s just trying to teach me.

      “Ms. Renata,” one of the guards calls out, taking a step forward. “Your time is up.”

      Kian raises his eyebrows. “He agreed to let you see me?”

      “I can be persuasive.”

      He smiles. “You’re learning.”

      I put my fingers back against the partition. “They are treating you better, aren’t they?”

      He nods. “Yes.”

      “Ms. Renata!”

      “Jesus, I’m coming!” I snap. I glance over my shoulder and then back at Kian. “I’ll try and find a way to get you out of here.”

      “Don’t you dare,” he says immediately. “I’m being guarded twenty-four-seven. It’s not safe, Renata. You will get caught. Stay out of trouble. My men are coming.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “It’s what I would do for any of them.”

      Somehow, I can’t imagine Rokiades would say the same for his men.

      “I have to go,” I say sadly.

      His fingertips brush mine through the grille. The touch makes my heart shiver against my ribcage. I feel my stomach twitch, too. It’s probably a mental trigger and nothing more, but it feels so real to me. The life we’ve created stands between us. It gives the strength I never knew I needed. Maybe he needs it, too.

      I want to tell him. Your child is right here, Kian.

      But I don’t. I can’t. Not yet.

      “Be safe,” Kian says gently.

      I wish he’d listen if I tell him to do the same.
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Kian’s Cell—One Day Later

        

      

    

    
      I’m lying on the hard mattress of my bed when I hear approaching footsteps. I jump up instantly, wondering if it’s Renata again.

      My head has been filled with nothing but thoughts of her ever since her visit yesterday. She’d been dressed better than the last time I saw her, in long pants and a flowing white sweater that covered most of her skin. She still looked so thin, though. And there was something deep and dark in her eyes that’s haunted me in the hours after she left.

      The partition is locked from the outside, so I have no idea who’s on the other side of the door. “Move back,” a deep voice booms.

      I sit down on the edge of my bed and wait. The bolt unlatches. The door opens. For a moment, my breath catches in my chest.

      But the silhouette that slinks into my room is definitely not who I was expecting.

      It’s not Renata. This woman is much shorter, much curvier. She moves like someone who knows the power her femininity has over men. She slinks around to draw the eye to her tiny waist, her tossing hips.

      When she steps into the light, I get a better look at her. Her thick blonde hair cascades down her bare shoulders. She’s wearing a corset that has her breasts pushed up almost to her chin and a miniskirt that she might as well have forgone entirely for all the good it does in keeping her assets clothed.

      The moment she’s inside, the door closes behind her—but the partition stays open.

      She gives me a sultry smile. “My, my, you are much more handsome than they told me.”

      She’s got the faintest hint of a Greek accent, but it’s almost entirely buried under the American twang that probably took her years to perfect.

      I lean back against the cool wall and eye her calmly. “And who are you?”

      “Anyone you want me to be, honey.”

      I roll my eyes. “I think you have the wrong cell.”

      She shakes her head. Even that manages to be sultry. The woman is good at what she does—whatever that is.

      She glides forward, making sure to shake her hips for my benefit on the way. She settles at opposite corner of the bed, which puts her only a couple of inches away from me. Her skirt rides up higher as she crosses her legs, exposing the milky whiteness of her inner thighs.

      When she’s settled in place, she reaches out and runs a finger down my chest. I slap her hand away and sigh impatiently.

      “Do you have a name?” I sigh.

      She looks shocked by the rejection, but she tries to recover fast. “Do you care?”

      “That’s the only reason I’m asking.”

      “Lotus.”

      “Your real name.”

      The flirty smile on her face falters ever so slightly. “Helena.”

      “Helena,” I nod appreciatively. “Pretty.”

      She tries to pivot off the compliment and back into character. “Do you think I’m pretty?” she asks.

      I smile politely. Then, smile plastered in place, I say, “No.”

      “No?” she repeats, her own smile faltering.

      “You’re not my type, Helena. Not your fault.”

      “What is your type?” she asks, trying hard to play the game despite the curveballs I’m throwing her.

      “The type who isn’t trying to fuck confessions out of me.”

      She giggles like I made a joke, though I’m not stupid enough to pretend this is anything other than a trap. “That’s not what I’m trying to do!”

      “No?” I ask. “Who sent you in here to seduce me?”

      She stays silent.

      I smile. “Come on now, Helena. Let’s be honest with one another. You’re not here because you want to be, are you?”

      “Of course I am,” she says robotically.

      But really, what the hell else is she supposed to say? “What does Rokiades want from me?” I ask. “Just tell me and I’ll answer. Simple as that.”

      “Nothing.”

      My hand darts out suddenly, giving her no warning. She lets out a strangled little scream just as my fingers enclose around her throat. Her eyes bug out a little as I tighten gently. They’re grey, with little speckles of blue. Watery. Dull.

      “I’ll ask again: why did he send you in here?”

      “I… I don’t know… He… he told me to come to you and…”

      “Seduce me?”

      She nods desperately. I release her neck and she gasps, before backing away from me just a little.

      “He didn’t say anything more?”

      “No,” she says shakily. “I just follow orders. I don’t ask questions.”

      I raise my eyebrows and she looks into her lap self-consciously. When she looks back up again, I can tell she’s going to make another attempt at salvaging the situation.

      “I can’t say I’m disappointed, though,” she says. “You are a very handsome man. It makes a nice change from some of the others I’m sent to.”

      “Is that right?” I ask, keeping my tone neutral.

      She doesn’t seem to read too much into it. In fact, she seems to take that as encouragement. She swings off the bed and lands on her knees in front of me. The move is smooth and her expression turns confident.

      Her breasts are right in front of me now. The corset is tight and so low, that I can almost make out the small nubs of her nipples.

      The thing is, it does nothing for me. My cock remains completely apathetic to the sight.

      “Get up,” I tell her impatiently.

      A sliver of pride flits across her eyes. Not a woman who’s used to handling rejection. I’m probably the first man who’s ever turned her down.

      She’s a stubborn one, though. She looks even more determined than before as she flips her thick blonde hair and chews at her lower lip.

      “I like being on my knees,” she murmurs, running her tongue over her bottom lip.

      “For fuck’s sake, stop talking,” I groan.

      She smiles. “There’s one way to make me stop talking,” she trills. “You’ll have to fill my mouth up with something.”

      When I don’t say anything, she reaches out for the crotch of my pants.

      I snatch her wrist out of the air halfway. “I told you no, Helena,” I hiss. “Run and tell Rokiades if it matters to you.”

      “What do you want?” she asks, pleading. “I’ll do anything. What turns you on?”

      “Not you.”

      She bites down. “You want to take my ass?” she asks. “You want to choke me while you fuck me? You want to turn me over and hit me? All men have a thing.”

      “I want you to leave. Now.”

      Something in my face or voice must convince her, because Helena clambers to her feet. She moves to the door and glances back over her shoulder.

      “It’s not about me, is it?” she asks softly.

      And because I’m not a fucking asshole, I tell her the truth. Part of it, at least. “No, it’s not.”

      I don’t add the other part. It’s about Renata.

      She gives me a nod and wraps her knuckles against the door. It opens immediately and she heads out. I lie back on my bed, but before I can gather my thoughts, three guards step into my cell.

      I get on my feet immediately as they approach me. The man at the head of the pack brandishes a pair of steel cuffs.

      “Three lads, huh?” I ask mockingly. “I already told the girl no. Afraid I’m not interested in you boys, either. I’m flattered, though, seriously.”

      The lead guard doesn’t say a word as he steps forward and shoves me against the wall with a nightstick. The other two descend behind them. I don’t put up much of a fight as I’m cuffed and forced out of the cell.

      I’m curious to see what’s happening.

      It takes a few moments for my eyes to adjust to the sudden assault of brightness. I’m forced into the main body of the warehouse.

      The wooden structure I’d been tied to the first week is back in place. I roll my eyes. “Back to this again?” I drawl. “You’ve had so long to come up with new ideas.”

      The lead guard responds with a thwack of the nightstick against my abdomen.

      As I double over, wheezing, the cuffs are removed and I’m quickly chained on either end, forcing my hands up and out. But at least my feet are left free.

      For the moment.

      When I’m well-secured, Rokiades appears from the side. He’s wearing an off-white suit this time.

      “Nice suit,” I tell him when I’ve got my breath back. “Going to the circus?”

      “You refused the girl I sent you,” he says, ignoring me.

      I shrug. “She wasn’t my type.”

      “That’s what she told me you said.”

      “So why am I here?” I ask. “Missed me?”

      The smile on his face gives me a strange sense of foreboding. I wonder about Renata. What if she’d gotten in trouble for visiting me? What if she’d lied about having Rokiades’s permission? It was just the kind of risky, idiotic move she’d make.

      “What is your real interest in my fiancé?” he asks. His word choice is deliberate, as if I give a shit what he calls her. It’s fucking pathetic.

      “I’ve already told you.”

      “I’m not sure I believe you, Kian.”

      “Then I don’t know what to tell you.”

      “No red-blooded man turns down that woman,” Rokiades says. “I’ve had her myself. Numerous times. She’s very talented.”

      “She’s also Greek,” I snap. “I’d rather fuck a pig.”

      He bristles at the insult, but calms himself down a moment later. “You’re lying,” Rokiades surmises. “You want my woman.”

      “She’s not your woman,” I say calmly. “When will you realize that?”

      “She agreed to marry me.”

      “To save me,” I point out. “So who can claim to have her, really?”

      I know I’m goading him. But I can’t fucking help it. One look at that smug, wrinkled face and I want to fucking rip out of these restraints and murder the bastard.

      Rokiades takes a step forward. “I will kill you when this is all over,” he promises me. “But I want you alive for our wedding. I want you to spend that night awake knowing what I’m doing to Renata. I haven’t touched her yet, you know. I’m saving that indulgence for our wedding night. I will fuck her so hard that she will be in no doubt as to who she belongs to. Maybe I’ll even get you a room next to ours so that you can hear her scream.”

      I shouldn’t react. It’s just giving him what he wants. But my blood is boiling and my skin is crawling with rage and all I can do is tug at the restraints on my wrists as hard as I can while I roar.

      Rokiades throws back his head and laughs, but there’s no humor there. Just black anger trying to find an outlet. He hates that Renata wants me over him. And he’s trying to save face by rubbing his power in mine.

      “Such a strong reaction for a woman you claim not to care for,” Rokiades says shrewdly. “I think I will get you that room. It’ll be so much more fun fucking her, knowing you’ve got a front row seat.”

      The clang of my chains echo through the warehouse. “Death is at your door, old man,” I growl at him. “Mark my words. I will kill you with my bare hands.”

      The smile drops from his face and he nods to his guards. “Hold him in place,” he orders. “I need to use my fists.”

      I can’t help but pity the old goat. I’m already cuffed, but apparently, that’s not enough for him. He needs to make doubly sure that I can’t hit back.

      His guards hold me down as he rolls up his sleeves. Then, with a grimace, he punches me. Once. Twice. Three times. I take each hit without so much as a grunt, without a frown, without anything. I won’t give him the fucking satisfaction. And I can sense his growing infuriation in the desperation of his next punch. He winds up and gives it everything he has. My broken rib crunches again. I don’t so much as blink.

      A new man strides into the room. “Sir?”

      “What?” Rokiades growls. “I’m in the middle of something.”

      “Sir, your personal doctor is requesting an audience with you,” the guard says apologetically. “He says it’s urgent.”

      Rokiades glares at me. “It’s only a matter of time,” he snarls at me.

      I smile and nod. “I couldn’t agree more.”
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      I’m sipping on some weak soup when my door slams open and Rokiades storms in. His chest is heaving, but I’m not sure if it’s from anger or exertion. When he opens his mouth, it becomes clear that the answer is “both.”

      “You!” he barks, glaring at the maid standing next to me. “Get out. Now.”

      She doesn’t wait around to be told twice.

      Rokiades doesn’t immediately say anything to me after the maid scurries out of the room, slamming the door behind her. He just keeps pacing, like an enraged bull with no sense of direction.

      My stomach twists a little as I realize the news that must have brought on this reaction. He knows. He fucking knows.

      I decide that the only way to deal with this is ignorance. Deny, deny, deny. “Something wrong?” I ask innocently.

      His eyes snap to me. “You little whore. You’re pregnant!”

      I work my face into an expression of suitable shock. “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      “That’s not possible,” I dismiss confidently. “There must be some mistake.”

      “There is no mistake,” Rokiades growls. “You’re pregnant. The tests fucking proved it.”

      “I can’t get pregnant,” I say. “It’s medically impossible.”

      Keep it together, I’m screaming at myself internally. Keep your shit together.

      “Don’t play pretend with me,” he hisses. “You knew!”

      “I didn’t know anything,” I lie smoothly. “I assure you I had no idea. I’m not even really sure I believe you right now.”

      “I spoke to your fucking maids! Two of them reported that you’ve been throwing up at odd hours of the day.”

      “Because you force me to go running every morning!” I snap back. “I eat nothing and exercise for hours each day. My body can only take so much.”

      Apparently, I’m convincing enough, because Rokiades starts to look less rattled. He stops pacing and plops into the chair beside my bed, rubbing his mustache and gazing into the middle distance.

      “He’s the father, isn’t he?” Rokiades asks with a sudden and eerie sense of calm.

      Why deny it at this point? I want to scream in his face, Yes! Yes, he is, you fucking bastard, and there’s nothing you can do about that. He’s the father, you’re not, and I hope that makes you so goddamn angry.

      But I don’t. Saying the words out loud would make it real. I want to keep this child to myself for as long as I can, before the world does what it does best: snatches everything pure away from me.

      Rokiades doesn’t care whether I confirm it or not, though. “I didn’t realize how far it went between you two,” he mutters. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. Does he know?”

      I sit still. Saying nothing. Doing nothing. Hardly even breathing.

      His eyes are dark when he finally looks at me again. “What to do with you now? You and the runt in your womb…”

      The way his eyes flicker to my stomach makes me immediately protective. And instantly scared. “You can’t hurt my baby,” I blurt out.

      There. I said it. I don’t know whether to be relieved that the secret is out… or horrified of what happens next.

      His palm flashes out and slaps across my face. I blink away the sting, but I don’t cry out or tear up. Let him do what he wants. I don’t care how many times he slaps me. I don’t care about anything anymore.

      “I can do whatever the fuck I want!” he snarls. “I own you. Which means I own that baby, too.”

      My hands curl protectively over my abdomen. The gesture doesn’t go unnoticed.

      “So tell me, Renata,” he says conversationally. “If you had to choose, who would you pick? Kian or his runt?”

      My body goes cold.

      “Come on,” he urges, smiling like a man who knows he holds all the cards. “Which one would you save?”

      I shake my head.

      “If you don’t choose… I will kill both.”

      “No,” I breathe. “You can’t do that.”

      “I can do anything.” He sniffs again, as though he’s the wounded party. Then he stands up abruptly and lurches back towards the door. “I’m not an unreasonable man. I’ll give you time to make the decision. Twenty-four hours. That’s fair, isn’t it?” He turns to leave again.

      “Wait!”

      He pauses and looks over his shoulder, one hairy eyebrow arched. “Yes?”

      “I want to speak to Kian.”

      I can see from his black expression that that’s not what he wants to hear. At this moment, though, I don’t care.

      “Very well then,” he sighs after a moment has passed. He turns back to the hall and barks an order to his men. “She wants to go visit the Irishman. She has ten minutes and not a second more. Drag the bitch back by her hair if you have to.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” I snap. “I can walk just fine.”

      “For now,” Rokiades murmurs, dark eyes glinting with a foul fire. “For now.”
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      After I’m unshackled and escorted to the side building, I rush over to Kian’s cell and pull open the partition urgently.

      “Kian?”

      “Renata!” His voice reaches me before his face appears on the other side of the grille.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, noticing that his face is slightly pale. It looks like he has a few fresh wounds, too.

      “I’m fine,” he says dismissively. “I didn’t expect you back so soon.”

      “I… I have something to tell you,” I admit.

      “Okay…?” he asks warily.

      I take a deep breath. I can feel my heart hammering hard against my chest, but I don’t have the luxury of doing this gently. “I’m pregnant.”

      Something flickers across his eyes. “Say that again.”

      “I’m pregnant.”

      “How far along?” There’s still barely an expression on his face. Is he shocked? Nervous? Upset? Angry? Happy? I have no fucking clue.

      “I don’t know exactly,” I say. “It’s still early. About two months, maybe.”

      “Two months,” he says softly, his eyes clouding over.

      “Kian…” I can’t wait for him to process this. “He knows, Kian. Rokiades knows about the baby.”

      He looks up at me, and his eyes focus again. “And he still let you see me?”

      “It appears so.”

      “But I thought—”

      “I thought so, too,” I say with a nod. “Dr. Lenore is the one who broke the news to me. She told me that the lacerations in my womb have healed enough to… to let it happen.”

      “Fuck.”

      I stare at him, still trying to discern his reaction. “I didn’t think I wanted kids,” I say, desperate to fill in the torturous silence. “But it turns out, I want this one. And I don’t care if I’m the only one that does.”

      His eyes snap to my face. “You’re not the only one, Renata,” he whispers. He smiles. It’s only a quarter of his full smile, but I take it.

      Because, God help me… I believe him.

      Infuriatingly, I feel tears spring to my eyes, but I try my best to force them back down. Emotion would only take up more time. And I’m pretty sure I’ve already used up half of my allotted ten minutes.

      “Kian, that’s not all.”

      His expression goes hard. “Tell me.”

      “Rokiades gave me an ultimatum. I have to choose: you or the baby.”

      He puts his hand against the partition, and I join my fingers with his instinctively. “It’s an easy choice, Renata,” he whispers urgently. “Pick the baby.” He says it as though it’s the simplest decision in the world.

      “He’ll kill you, Kian,” I point out in horror. “It’s not just a threat.”

      “He was going to kill me regardless. This just gave him the excuse he needed.”

      I shake my head. “I can’t…”

      “Think of our child, Renata,” he says.

      Our child. The words are strange, but I want to get used to them. I desperately want that.

      “What’s to stop him from killing the baby after it’s born?” I ask.

      “Three things,” Kian says confidently. “One, it’s going to bode well for him to have everyone think he impregnated you so quickly. Second, he needs an heir and he’s not guaranteed a second baby. Third, raising the child as his own and keeping the child close to him will guarantee that you are tied to him. He’s going to want to use the baby to keep you in line.”

      He takes one look at the expression on my face and his fingers tighten around mine. “It’s not going to happen, Renata,” Kian assures me. “I promise you. That’s his plan. Mine is different.”

      “You’re in a cell right now, Kian,” I say. “Any plans you might have aren’t likely to be of much use.”

      He smiles. “I still have a clan out there. And brothers. And friends. Just because nothing has happened yet, doesn’t mean nothing is going to. There’s not going to be a wedding, Renata. You’re not going to be a slave to that fucker for much longer. I will free you.”

      “Can you free yourself first?” I ask in a small voice.

      He smiles. “I’m working on it.”

      “Renata!” Rokiades’s scream echoes across the warehouse space. I flinch instinctively.

      “Don’t let the old man fool you into thinking he’s powerful,” Kian tells me. “It’s all an illusion.”

      I reach up and graze my fingers against the scabs of old wounds his face. “Those don’t look like an illusion to me.”

      “These?” he scoffs. “These are nothing. I’ve had much worse for much less.”

      “Renata! Don’t make me drag you out of here!”

      I see the blatant fury in Kian’s eyes. “Go,” he says to me.

      I give him one last nod and head back over to where Rokiades is standing impatiently. “I wouldn’t have expected you to make a fool of yourself over a man,” Yannis remarks.

      He’s trying to insult me, but the words have no effect on me whatsoever. I say nothing.

      “What did he say when you told him the joyous news?” he seethes.

      Beneath the mocking tone, I can sense the curiosity… and the insecurity. But before I can tell him to mind his own fucking business, the door to the warehouse is pulled open with a loud creak that makes the roof above us shiver.

      “Sir?”

      “What the fuck is it now?” Yannis barks.

      “Drago Lombardi is asking to see you.”

      “Drago Lombardi?” Rokiades spits, like the name tastes bad. “That son of a bitch is dead.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you, sir,” the guard explains. “We vetted him. He is who he says he is.”

      Rokiades turns to me with that manic glint back in his eyes. “Well, well, well… your brother seems to have nine lives, Renata,” he says. “How about we go see which life he’s on now?”
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      About fifteen minutes after Yannis drags Renata away from me, my door is thrown open. I get to my feet as a guard walks in with a pair of cuffs in hand.

      “You medical check-up is here,” he says, keeping his distance. “Turn around.”

      The size difference between us is enough that I can sense his fear. But I stand and let the guy do his work. I’m still reeling from everything Renata told me.

      I’m pregnant. It’s yours.

      I dared once to let myself feel something. But opening up to Annabelle almost broke me when she left. She took part of me with her that I never thought I’d get back.

      But I feel it again now. That warm glow in my chest. It’s unmistakable.

      And it’s all because of Renata Lombardi.

      After the guard has cuffed me, he steps out of the cell and Dr. Lenore walks in.

      “Evening, Mr. O’Sullivan,” she says smoothly.

      I wait until her expression tells me the coast is clear. Then I lay into her. “Is it true?” I demand. “Is it fucking true?”

      “We don’t have much time,” she says, as though I haven’t even spoken.

      “Sarah.”

      “Yes, it’s true,” she says with a heavy sigh.

      “Why the fuck didn’t you tell me?” I snarl. “You knew. You’ve been here. You could’ve said something. And yet it was radio fucking silence. Explain yourself.”

      “I did know. And I made the choice not to tell you,” she says stubbornly.

      Some women, like Aisling, were nearly broken by their experiences. Other women, like Dr. Sarah Lenore, were made tougher because of it. When I saved her from the Lombardi trafficking rings many years ago, she was an altogether different woman. Skittish and wary, it took a long time for me to earn her trust. But her potential was obvious, even back then. She’s always been steely-minded. Sharp. Unwavering.

      “You chose not to tell me,” I repeat, dumbfounded and raging. “What gives you the goddamn right to do that? You’re supposed to tell me everything.”

      “As it pertains to business, yes,” she says unapologetically. “But this isn’t business. It’s personal and I made a call.”

      “You made a call… about my life? About my child?”

      “And I’d do it again,” she replies, still icy and calm even in the face of my hot anger. “You’re too close to the situation and I couldn’t trust that you’d keep cool.”

      Jesus. Talk about the student surpassing the teacher. Not that I’m in any hurry to admit that.

      But ironically, this is exactly the reason I knew she’d be fucking great at this. She’s strong. Carved from rock. She’s not the kind of woman who wants to forget her past trauma. She wants to learn from it. Rise from it…

      So that she can go back and break the chains of suffering that once pinned her to the dirt.

      That determination is why it took next to no convincing to get her to join the ranks of the Clan. Who better than me to give her the weapons she needs to hurt the people who hurt her? Who better than me to help her free the poor women falling into the same shadowy places that once entrapped her?

      It took years to position her within the enemy’s reach. But even I never imagined quite how vital she’d become.

      “I’m always fucking cool.”

      “Except, apparently, when it comes to this woman,” she says, meeting my eye. “Your men talk, Kian.”

      I roll my eyes. “Bunch of schoolgirl gossips. Fine. We’ll circle back on this topic. What’s the play right now?”

      “Your brother is in the city.”

      “Took him long enough.”

      She smirks. “We’ve come up with a plan to get you out of here. But we need to move fast. I’ve already wasted time answering your damn questions.”

      “I’m guessing there’s a diversion set up.”

      “Already in play,” she replies. “Drago is at the front gate asking for Rokiades.”

      “Drago Lombardi?” I ask incredulously.

      “That’s the one.”

      “Jesus. That fucker’s a wild card.”

      “I’m pretty sure your brother scared the shit out of him,” she tells me with a quiet chuckle. “He’s going to play his part.”

      “You can’t say anything for sure. There’s no telling what that slimy Italian bastard will do.”

      “Rokiades left him for dead. He knows that he can’t trust the Greek. Don’t worry so much,” she tells me. “Just trust the plan.”

      “That would be easier if you’d tell me what the plan actually is.”

      “Glad you asked,” she says wryly, pulling something from her coat pockets.

      “Is that blood?”

      She nods and jiggles the plastic pouch in her hand. “You’re going to cough up some of this lovely, fresh, A-positive blood like it’s your very own. I’m going to call for the guards while you pretend like you’re choking on it and you’re going to die if I don’t intervene. I’ll have to flip you over and ask them to take off the cuffs,” she continues. “Once you’re free, we can fight them off and get you out of here.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “There are three guards out there,” I point out. “All armed. Unless you have a couple of Glocks under all those layers, this seems like an easy way to get a couple bullets in my chest.”

      She smiles. “Glocks? Not quite. But I do have this.” She pulls out a small surgeon’s scalpel and offers it to me.

      In the wrong hands, it’s next to useless. In the right hands, it’s a weapon of mass destruction.

      Guess which category I belong to?

      I tuck the razor-sharp blade away in the waistband of my pants.

      “Be careful with that,” she warns. “It’s sharp.”

      “Got it, Mom.”

      She glares at me. “I could just leave you in here, you know. It would spare me a lot of your sass.”

      “Then who would play the part of your fearless leader?” I drawl. I’m already looking up beyond her, to the door separating us from the guards that are usually stationed right outside.

      With the scalpel at my disposal, I’m confident that I can take them all. And Sarah’s no slouch in the fighting department, either. She trained on Clan premises for a few years before I decided to cultivate her undercover persona. That being said, it’s been a minute since she’s been required to fight at all.

      “You remember your training?” I ask.

      “Don’t insult me.”

      “There’s three of them out there.”

      “I know. It’s hardly fair to the poor bastards.”

      I smirk as she cuts open the bag of blood and starts strategically splashing it all over my body.

      “Does Renata know where your loyalties lie?” I ask while she does her work.

      “Of course not. Telling her would have only complicated matters.”

      “How does she seem…?”

      “About what, dear?”

      “You’re going to make me say it?”

      Sarah grins wickedly. “I don’t have the faintest idea what you’re talking about.”

      “How does she seem about my baby in her womb?” I grimace.

      “Oh! That silly thing?” Her smile fades somewhat. “She doesn’t trust me enough to confide in me, Kian. She feels lost. Trapped. I’ve experienced that enough to recognize it on someone else’s face.”

      “I’m gonna get her out of here,” I vow.

      “First things first,” Sarah says, splattering her own clothes with a little blood. “We get you out of here.” She finishes up and pushes the bag of remaining blood into my hands. “Pretend it’s Guinness and take a nice, big swig.”

      “Oi. Don’t joke. That’s grim, even for you.” I hold my breath and take a gulp just as Sarah starts banging on the door, her face contorted into controlled hysteria.

      “Help! Help! Guards, get in here! Hurry!”

      The door bursts open as I stash the bag of blood under the mattress. My mouth is suffused with the metallic taste of blood from who-the-fuck-knows-where.

      I flop to the ground and start spasming. All three guards pour in with their weapons drawn. Clearly, they’ve assumed I’m attacking the doctor. Instead, they find me thrashing around on the floor next to the bed, spurting out blood intermittently and groaning like a dying goat. I let my eyes pinwheel around in their sockets.

      “He’s got some internal bleeding!” Sarah tells the guards. “I need to turn him over. You’ll have to uncuff him.”

      I can’t see the guards’ expressions as Sarah makes a show out of trying to roll me over.

      “Hurry!” she barks. “He’ll die if I don’t do this fast!”

      I hear the scurrying of feet. One of the guards kneels behind me and undoes the cuffs. My hands fall free instantly.

      The scalpel is digging into my side. Sarah was right—it’s sharp as hell. The skin at my waist parts effortlessly beneath the blade. More blood—my own, this time—starts to trickle down my torso as Sarah and the guards work together to heave me onto my back.

      “Okay, I need two of you to hold him down for me,” Sarah says urgently. “Hurry, or we might lose him! Rokiades still needs the Irish bastard.”

      Still uncertain but in no mood to argue with the fiery doctor, two of the guards crouch down on either side of me.

      It’s the last thing they’ll ever do.

      I snatch the scalpel out of my waistband. Before either one has a chance to realize what’s happening, my arm slashes across the air. I slit the first guard’s throat so fast that he never even realizes it’s happened.

      The second one has maybe a quarter-second of awareness before his throat is slit, too.

      The third guard is standing in front of me as I rise. He’s got a look of sheer horror etched on his face. Frozen in place, the gun dangling from his hand uselessly.

      But before he’s even realized he’s still armed, Sarah’s hand flashes from behind. His throat opens up just like the others. His knees buckle a second later and he hits the ground with a low thud.

      All in all, they’ve been in the room for less than thirty seconds. What a fucking way to die.

      “Nice work,” I say, looking down at Sarah’s kill. “Clean.”

      “You taught me well. Not bad yourself, either.”

      “I taught you everything you know,” I remind her with a laugh. “I didn’t teach you everything I know.” I bend over to sweep up the guns from the dead men. “Time to go, though,” I say, handing one of the firearms over to Sarah.

      Once we’re properly armed, we run out of the cell, keeping our eyes open.

      “How many guards are stationed around the warehouse?” I ask.

      “At least two by the main entrance.”

      “Let’s try and kill them as silently as possible,” I say. “If a gunshot goes off, we’re fucked.”

      The moment I finish speaking, I hear footsteps approaching from the opposite side of the corridor. Before I can jump out of sight, the guard turns and spots me. His face goes bug-eyed. His mouth opens, getting ready to alert the others.

      Then a gunshot pierces the air before a single word can escape his lips. The guard drops to the floor instantly.

      I turn to see the end of Sarah’s gun smoking slightly. “Sorry,” she says wryly, “I missed that last bit you said. Something about killing silently?”

      “Fuck,” I groan. “We gotta move.”

      But as soon as I break into a run, a cacophony of gunshots fills the air. It’s followed a beat later by an explosion that makes the bones of the warehouse shake.

      I don’t know much about what’s happening right now, but when I hear those sounds, I know one thing for sure: all hell is about to break loose.
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      I pace up and down my room, wondering what’s happening out there. It’s been almost ten minutes since Rokiades ordered his guards to escort me back to my room and lock me in here.

      Also: Drago is here. Why the hell is Drago here?

      I want to believe he’s working with the Clan now, but I’m not so sure. Truthfully, I’ve never been sure of Drago. He changes alliances like the wind, regardless of whose life hangs in the balance. The only life he’s ever truly cared about is his own.

      He sure as hell never cared about mine.

      I have to believe that the O’Sullivan Clan has something to do with his presence here. There’s no way Drago would voluntarily walk into the home of the man who tried to kill him. Not without a damn good reason.

      I keep pacing. Every time I hit the window, I gaze out at the roof of the warehouse. My body feels clawingly aware of everything. Every noise makes me jump.

      Rokiades had left me with a reminder. “When I’m done with your brother, I want your decision. Kian or the runt.”

      I didn’t bother to tell him that he’d promised me twenty-four hours. I don’t expect anything from Rokiades, least of all honesty.

      My hand flutters over my stomach as I make my millionth circuit around the room. Kian had been so sure. Choose the baby. He made it sound simple.

      I wish I had an ounce of that certainty. My heart plummets when I think about what it would mean if my decision actually comes to pass. What if the Clan doesn’t show up in time? What if Rokiades changes his mind and kills Kian immediately?

      A hundred other what ifs roll through my head. And each one only makes me feel more helpless than the one before.

      I walk back towards my door and rattle the handle. It doesn’t budge. Not that I expect anything different. It’s more like a nervous tic. Something to do even if I know it’s going to accomplish exactly nothing.

      On my way back to the window, I stop and scan the warehouse once again. I notice a few dark vehicles whizz past, but I don’t think much of it. Probably just more of Rokiades’s stooges entering the compound.

      I’m still staring at the roof of the warehouse when I hear the gunshot. It’s slight, given the distance, but I’m a hundred percent sure I haven’t imagined it.

      A single word slips from my lips. “No!”

      Has Yannis killed Kian? Has he taken matters into his own hands after all?

      My stomach twists. Pain inches into the corners of my chest and squeezes tight. It feels like someone is trying to choke me from the inside.

      “Oh, God. It can’t be. He can’t be dead…”

      A single shot. A kill shot. An execution shot.

      The reality that Kian might be dead seems to pull things into focus for me. Suddenly, everything becomes clear. Everything becomes simple.

      I trust Kian O’Sullivan.

      Hell, I may even love Kian O’Sullivan.

      It makes zero sense. As with many things in my life, I’ve had no say in falling for him. But this is the first time that I don’t mind that choice being taken from me.

      I wonder if I’ve made my peace with that just in time for him to die.

      Suddenly, the silence that followed the first boom is broken by a storm of answering gunshots. I hear an explosion soon after. It’s so loud that I drop to my hands and knees and crawl towards my bed. The entire foundation of the house seems to bellow with complaint as another explosion goes off. This one is not far from where I am.

      “I have to get out of here,” I whisper to myself. Swallowing hard, I force myself to my feet and rush to the door. I slam my palms against the cold wood and scream. “Let me out! Let me out now!”

      There’s definitely something going down outside. The door unlocks and two of my guards run inside. I expect them to grab me and pull me out into the corridor, but they slam the door shut and aim their guns at it.

      “What the hell is going on?” I demand.

      The guards exchange a glance. “We’re under fire.”

      “From whom?”

      “Fuck if I know,” the younger guard mutters. He’s clearly rattled, but trying not to show it.

      Before I can ask a follow-up question, I hear another tirade of gunshots and raised voices. The guards talk back and forth between themselves as if I’m not even here.

      “Fuck! They’re coming.”

      “What should we do?”

      “If we lose the girl, the boss will have our heads.”

      The younger guys looks to his buddy incredulously. “We might die before then.”

      Just then, the door is kicked open. Both guards fall scrambling backwards. I manage to jump out of the way just in time to see an armed man storm into the room. His eyes are fixed on my guards, so he barely notices me.

      I slip into the corner of the room, close to the wardrobe, and cower behind it.

      The guards raise their guns and prepare to shoot, but the man who just entered moves with scary precision as he takes aim and fires off the first shot.

      The younger guard collapses back against the carpeted floor with a bullet in his forehead. He was right—he was dead long before he had to worry about his boss’s wrath. I avoid looking at his face as I move quietly against the wall of the room until I make it almost all the way to the door.

      The killer is still focused on the second guard. He hasn’t noticed me yet. But the second guard is facing me. His eyes bulge as he sees me reach for the doorknob. I’m so close. If I can just slip through the crack…

      The guard eyes me just past the bulk of the man who stormed in and started firing. Don’t say anything, I beg silently. I’m twisting the knob slowly, slowly, slowly…

      “The girl!” croaks the second guard. His finger jabs out at me.

      The killer turns.

      Raises his gun.

      I wrench the door open and dive through it.

      Just before he makes the second killing shot, I rush through the door.

      BOOM! At the same time that I hit the floor outside, there’s another gunshot. I don’t know who fired. Who’s dead. I closed my eyes at some point during my leap to freedom, and as I open them now and look down, I half-expect to see my lifeblood surging out through a hole in my chest.

      But it wasn’t me. I didn’t get hit.

      And I’m not waiting around to see who did.

      I scramble to my feet and rush through the house. My only goal is to get to Kian as quickly as possible. As I run, the sounds of ongoing fighting erupt from every wing and every corridor.

      I have to peek around every corner before I sprint past to make sure I’m not wandering into a firefight. Half the time, I have to double back and hide in a room or behind a piece of furniture as armed men hurry past. But somehow, I manage to get to the second floor without being noticed.

      “Napravit'sya na vostok!” the man in front barks.

      Something occurs to me suddenly as I duck behind an ugly green sofa while another squadron of soldiers storms past me. That sounded a lot like… Russian?

      What the hell?

      I don’t have time to puzzle out the mystery. As soon as the men are gone, I move down the broad corridor. I only have to clear the foyer now. That’ll take me to the main entrance. From there, I just need to get to the warehouse next door.

      I hear another gunshot, and plaster myself against the wall. I can see the front door from here, but once I step out of the corridor, it’s open space. There’s no way to hide. There’s also no other way to leave the house from this wing.

      Guess I’ll have to chance it.

      I’m about to make a run for it when the main door is pushed open and two people walk through. I stop short, hoping that desperation isn’t making me see things.

      “Kian?” I gasp.

      His neck snaps up at the same time as Dr. Lenore’s does.

      “Renata!” he gasps. “What the fuck are you doing here out in the open?”

      He’s covered in blood. Actually, it looks more like he’s thrown up blood. The front of his shirt is soaked in a crusting crimson. And yet, he seems perfectly fine. Or at least, as fine as can be expected under the circumstances. It’s the fire in his eyes that does it. That hasn’t dimmed one bit, despite the weeks of torture at the hands of the Greeks.

      I forget about the fact that we’re practically in a war zone right now. I just rush over to him and grab his hands.

      “Kian, what happened? Are you okay?” A part of me is aware that I’m panicking. But it helps to see his blue eyes. Even in the face of the chaos raging around us, he seems so calm. So unflustered.

      Actually, so does Dr. Lenore. Wait. Why is she even with him?

      “I’m fine,” he says distractedly. “The blood isn’t mine. Come on, we’ve got to find a good hiding spot.”

      “Can’t we leave?” I ask, looking towards the front door.

      “No. Rokiades’s men are coming in fast. They’ve been recalled from every safehouse in the area. There’s no way we’re getting out,” Dr. Lenore informs me. “We barely made it in here.”

      She’s as calm as Kian is. It’s freaking unsettling.

      “This way,” she tells us. “I know a way out, but it’s on the other side of the house.”

      More gunfire swallows up the all the questions on my lips. As Dr. Lenore takes the lead, Kian grabs my hand and pulls me behind him. I just stare at him, relieved that he seems to be okay. “Why did you even come back?” I ask as he pulls me back down the corridor.

      He looks at me as though I’ve asked an incredibly obvious question. “Why?” he repeats. “Because I knew you were still in here.”

      We hear someone scream not far from us. Kian steps in front of me instinctively and holds out an arm to tuck me behind him. “Sarah, take lead.”

      I frown. “Do you two know each other?” I ask, barely paying attention to where we’re going.

      “It’s a long story,” Kian says.

      “Are you saying now’s not a good time?”

      He looks at me, surprised. When he sees the soft smile on my lips, he laughs. “If we get out of here—when we get out of here—I’ve got a lot of stories for you, Renata.”

      I squeeze his hand hopefully. “I want to hear them all.”

      “Fuck!” Sarah cries suddenly, ruining the moment as we turn a corner and come face to face with a bunch of men with their guns raised. One look and I know that they’re Rokiades’s soldiers.

      Kian shoves me to the side so hard that I land on my hip. My arm breaks my fall somewhat, but I’m pretty sure it’s going to leave a bruise that’s going to last weeks. As I clamber upright, I watch as Kian and Sarah fight off the four men who’ve unwittingly accosted us. Sarah’s impressively fast and confident. But I can’t take my eyes off Kian.

      It strikes me that I haven’t really seen him fight properly. Fighting with me doesn’t really count. And truth be told, it’s amazing to watch him in action. I almost forget to be scared.

      He moves with calm assurance and the kind of precision that takes decades to master. You’d never be able to tell that he’s got injuries all over his body. It feels like even he’s forgotten that inconvenient little fact in the moment.

      Blades flash, guns flare, fists and feet and elbows flow, and in a moment, all four of the men are incapacitated on the ground, blood pooling beneath them.

      Sarah and Kian turn to each other and nod with grim satisfaction. I’m relieved, too—until, at the last possible second, I see one of the soldiers on the ground raise his gun. His hands are bloodied and trembling and he’s got maybe a few minutes left before he dies. But for now, he’s alive enough to aim in Kian’s general direction.

      “No!” I scream. “Watch out!”

      My words mix with the scream of the exploding gunshot…

      And Sarah crumples to the floor. Kian turns to the murderer and kills him with a bullet to the face. Then he falls to his knees next to Dr. Lenore. “Sarah, no…” he murmurs, voice racked with anguish. I sprint to his side. My stomach is churning with horrified anxiety.

      The bullet has hit her in the dead center of the abdomen. She’s bleeding badly, but she’s still conscious. Her face is so ghostly pale that I can hardly bear to look at her.

      “Sarah,” Kian croons, checking her pulse. “Sarah, can you hear me?”

      “Just… go…” Her voice isn’t strong, but I still hear her loud and clear.

      I can see steely determination in his eyes when he shakes his head. “We don’t leave Clan behind,” he says firmly.

      She shakes her head right back. “Get Renata out of here.”

      I grab her hand instinctively. “We’re not leaving you.”

      Kian looks at me and understanding flits between us. Then he turns to Sarah. “Stay with me, okay?”

      She nods slowly, but I can see the strength wane from her eyes just a little. She barely seems to register the new round of gunfire occurring just over our heads.

      The walls are closing in.
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      “Do you know what’s happening?” Renata asks me with wild eyes.

      “The Clan is here,” I tell her. “Just like I told you they would be.”

      She frowns. “Then why are we trying to hide?”

      “Because at the moment, the Greeks and the Italians are all over the place, and we don’t know who we’ll run into. Now, come on. We’ve got to get Sarah somewhere safe.”

      I get to my feet and heave Sarah into my arms. Renata looks around, flinching at every sound. I’m slightly surprised by how skittish she seems to be. And then I notice the way her hand curls over her stomach.

      Of course. The baby.

      “Stay close to me,” I order. “And grab a gun.”

      She doesn’t hesitate when she reaches for one of the guard’s guns and plucks it from his dead grasp. Then, Renata sticking close to my side, we start to move. We turn into the first room we find and move behind the sofa.

      “Hold on,” Renata says, grabbing a repulsive yellow carpet and throwing it over the floor first. “Okay. Put her down here.”

      I place Sarah down on the shag carpet. Her eyes wobble even as her jaw stays clenched tight. She’s in pain, but she’s trying to bite it down. She’s a warrior, this one.

      Renata grabs a pillow and places it gently underneath Sarah’s head. There’s a trickle of blood running down her nose, and she wipes it away slowly. “Kian,” she whispers, “what should I do?”

      “We need to stop the bleeding,” I instruct her. “Press something soft against it.”

      She nods, leaves Sarah’s side instantly, and returns a moment later with a piece of curtain fabric that she’s torn from the rod. She bunches up the material and presses it down over the gunshot wound. Sarah groans and sputters at the initial contact.

      “Good,” I say. “Stay with her.”

      “Where are you going?” Renata asks, the panic is back in her voice.

      “I’m checking the situation outside.”

      “Kian,” she says, grabbing my arm, “you’re only one man. And you’re badly injured.”

      “Good. It’ll be an even playing field then.”

      “Stop it,” Sarah wheezes. “I’m dying here. It hurts to laugh.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “Can you save the tough talk for when you’re not bleeding out?”

      Renata looks between the two of us as though we’re both out of our minds. “You can’t go out there alone,” she says again. “It’s not safe.”

      “I’m not waiting for them to find us, Renata.” The thundering of running footsteps has me on high alert again. I grab my gun. And then, on second thought, I grab another one.

      Renata still has both hands on Sarah’s wound, but her eyes fly to the door in alarm. “Hey,” I whisper to her. “Listen to me. I’m not going to let anything happen to you. Or our baby.”

      She needs to hear the words. Even if they don’t make a difference, she needs to hear them.

      I wish I could say more, but we don’t have time. I rise slowly to my feet, prepared to shoot at a second’s notice. The footsteps are approaching.

      “Kian,” Renata says softly.

      “Yes?”

      “You need to make sure nothing happens to you. We need you, too.”

      I don’t have time to revel in the feel of those words, because a second later, the door bursts open and I’m staring at—

      “Collin!”

      “Fucking hell, boss!” Collin cries, his face splitting into a massive grin. “Almost blew your head right off.”

      “Back atcha,” I say, rounding the couch. “What’s the status?”

      “They’ve got more men than we expected,” he says grimly. He’s bleeding from the forehead and covered in sweat. But otherwise, he looks fine. “We’ve managed to beat them back enough to get more of our men in the house. The first group of soldiers we sent in are upstairs. I think they’re getting their asses handed to them.”

      “They need backup,” I say. “Go.”

      He looks at me. “What about—”

      “I’ll join you soon,” I say, cutting him off. “Go. The men need you.”

      He nods and rushes back out. A few more of my men storm past on their way to join the fight. And then I notice…

      “Artem?”

      The massive man halts to a stop and has to double back to the open door.

      “Jesus, Phoenix,” I say when I realize which Kovalyov it is. “Thought you were your da—”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he says, cutting me off. “You okay?”

      “Fighting fit,” I reply. “Where’s your father?”

      “Around here somewhere. So’s Uncle Cillian.”

      “And Yannis? Does anyone have eyes on him?”

      Phoenix looks past me, noticing that Renata is behind the couch. “You found her?”

      “Concentrate, Phoenix,” I tell him firmly. “Yannis. Where is he?”

      “He’s definitely on the compound, barricaded behind a wall of men. We’ve got our guys at the main gates, so he can’t exactly escape.”

      “Good.”

      “But I don’t know where exactly he is.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I reply. “We’ll find him soon enough.” I don’t bother to tell him that finding Yannis Rokiades is going to be my fucking pleasure. Instead, I place my hand on his shoulder. “Phoenix, I’m gonna need you to do something for me.”

      “Anything,” he says, straightening up immediately.

      “I’ve got Sarah back there with Renata. She’s been shot and she’s bleeding out. We’ve managed to stop the bleeding now, but she needs medical attention fast. And she’s in no fit state to be moved.”

      “Okay…?”

      “I need you to stay here with both of them.”

      His face falls instantly. He wants to be out there, fighting alongside me. I can understand that. I’d probably feel the same thing in his position.

      I squeeze his shoulder. “Phoenix, I wouldn’t ask if this wasn’t important,” I say. “Renata… she’s pregnant.”

      His eyes go wide. “Pregnant?”

      “The child’s mine,” I say, feeling a glow of pride work its way into my tone. “And there’s no other man I trust more to take care of them.”

      Phoenix nods slowly. “I’ll keep them safe.”

      “Thank you.”

      When I walk back behind the sofa, Renata is looking at me closely. “What’s that look on your face?” she asks.

      “There’s no look,” I say. “I’m just going to get more guns.”

      “You’re leaving us here?”

      “Only for a few minutes.”

      “You’re going after Rokiades, aren’t you?” she asks accusingly.

      “Renata…”

      “No!” she says. “No.” Given her hand is still clasped on top of Sarah’s wound, she’s unable to stand up and face me. “Kian, don’t go.”

      Phoenix hovers behind me. I glance back at him. “Take her place for a moment.”

      The future Kovalyov don gets to his knees beside Sarah and presses his hands onto her gunshot wound. I help Renata to her feet, then pull her to the corner of the room by the closed windows.

      “Don’t go,” she says again—this time, more passionately. “I need you.”

      He words are a punch in the gut, but I can’t just sit here knowing that Yannis is out there. As long as he’s alive, he will continue to be a threat to my Clan and to Renata. I can’t allow him to live. In any case, I’d made myself a promise. I’d made Rokiades a promise, too.

      And I’m a man of my fucking word.

      She grabs my hand and forces me to meet her eyes. “I can see what you’re thinking. You want revenge,” she says. “I can see the bloodlust in your face. But it’s not worth it, Kian. Just stay with me.”

      “We won’t be able to be together in peace, Renata. Not as long as he’s alive.”

      “You’re in no fit state to fight,” she points out.

      “I’m stronger than I look.”

      “He’s got too many men.”

      “Renata,” I say, grabbing her face between my hands, “enough. I will survive. And I will come back.”

      “You promise?”

      The youth shines back at me from her eyes. She’s so fucking young, so fucking pure, and yet somehow, over the last few months, she’s given herself to me. A grizzled old man with too many scars on my body and too many skeletons in my closet.

      “I promise.” I pull her face to mine and kiss her hard. I’m pretty sure I’m bruising her lips, but I don’t care and she doesn’t seem to, either.

      When I release her, she grips my wrists, keeping my hands on her face. “Come back to me,” she orders. “In one piece.”

      “I will,” I say with a firm nod.

      Then I kiss her forehead and slip out of the room. I’ve got two guns on me, but I know I’m low on ammo. I can’t afford to go searching for more right now, though. Time is short. Windows of opportunity only last so long before something changes the game.

      There’s a part of me that registers that my off-the-cuff plan is bordering on reckless. Especially in light of the promise I’ve just made to Renata. But the adrenaline is surging now. Determination courses through my veins like crack cocaine. And all I want is to wrap my hands around Yannis Rokiades’s throat and squeeze the life right out of the motherfucker.

      I can feel the battle drawing to its inevitable conclusion. It can only end in one of two ways.

      His death… or mine.

      I hear a sound and freeze immediately. An instant later, two guards run into my line of vision. I recognize them instantly as enemies. They’re definitely not Clan. Nor are they Bratva.

      They look like they’re running from something. But I don’t pause to ask what. I just raise my gun and fire twice. Both men drop to the floor. One’s dead on impact. The other tries to crawl away.

      “Not so fast, motherfu—”

      I’m about to end him when another bullet finishes the job for me. I step forward, just as a tall man with curly blonde hair steps through the open front door.

      “Well, well, well,” Cillian remarks with a lopsided smile. “Look who it is.” He looks relatively put together. In fact, he’s barely broken a sweat.

      “What did you do?” I ask. “Spend all morning getting your hair nice and coiffed, then wait ‘til the fight was over to join?”

      He rolls his eyes. “I come all this way to bail your ass out of trouble, and this is the thanks I get?”

      I smirk, moving forward to clasp his hand. “It’s good to see you, brother.”

      “And you,” he replies. “Although you look like shite.”

      Before I can respond, more men filter in through the door. The one heading the pack is a massive, dark-haired man who’s the spitting image of Phoenix, albeit aged forward thirty years or so.

      “Decided to join the party, huh?” Artem asks me.

      “Can we save the quips for when the battle is won?”

      Artem shrugs. “There’s always enough time for a joke, friend. Your brother taught me that.”

      “Yeah, well, my brother has a lot of dumb ideas. Best for all of us if we ignore him, I think.”

      Cillian frowns and starts to say, “Hold on there; I think I—”

      But I cut him off. “Phoenix is with Renata and Sarah,” I inform both of them. “Sarah’s been shot.”

      Cillian jumps into business mode. He gestures forward two of his men. “Find Phoenix. Get Sarah out of the compound and to a doctor ASAP.”

      They glance at me for further instructions. “Down the corridor, fifth door on the right,” I tell them. They nod and disappear down the hall.

      “What’s the situation?” I ask.

      “Rokiades is back there,” Cillian says, gesturing towards the rear half of the house.

      “Then let’s go get him.”

      I’m already walking forward when Cillian grabs my by the collar and pulls me back. “It’s not going to be easy getting to him,” he warns me. “Most of his forces have converged around him. We’re outnumbered.”

      “But not by much,” Artem adds.

      “Then what are we waiting for?” I demand.

      “Kian,” Cillian says sharply, “I know you want to get this motherfucker. But the Marianis and the Lombardis have rallied around him.”

      “The Marianis picked a side?”

      “So it would seem.”

      “Fuck,” I growl. “Still, that doesn’t change anything. We need to get in there. He’s backed into a corner.”

      “With a fuck ton of men and a lot of ammo. It’s a dangerous corner.”

      “But a corner nonetheless. We’ve got the brains,” I point out.

      More Bratva soldiers rush into the foyer to await the next batch of orders. Artem gives them a curt nod and holds up a hand to keep them in place.

      “Guess there’s no sense waiting any longer,” he says. “Kian’s right—we’ve got to move. First, we need to find other points of entry into the room he’s taken cover in.”

      “Which room is that?” I ask.

      “No clue. Large fucking space, though. Looks like a ballroom from the outside.”

      Jesus. As amped as I am to finally end the bastard behind all this shit, I don’t like the idea of charging guns blazing into a massive room without a shred of cover. It’s a good way to get a few dozen bullet holes in your face really quickly.

      The thing about that, though—I stopped caring a long time ago about my own life. There are only two lives in this world that matter to me anymore: Renata and the baby in her womb.

      “Fine. You find alternate points of entry. I’m going in the front.”

      Cillian tries to stop me as I move past him, but I shake him off. I’m done waiting around. I need to eliminate the threat Rokiades poses to me. And to my family.

      Funny—when I think of family, I see Renata’s face first. I wish I had time to figure out what the hell that means.

      “Kian…” Cillian starts.

      “Cillian,” Artem says, cutting him off. “We’re all dons here, remember?”

      He sighs. “Knew that decision would come back to bite me in the ass one day.”

      I almost smirk.

      “Fine,” Cillian concedes. “Take a contingent of men and go. We’ll hold the rest of them off and bring reinforcements.”

      “Thanks, big bro.”

      “In the meantime,” he says sternly, “don’t fucking die.”

      I smile. “I’ll do my best.”

      Then I rush through to the dining hall where Rokiades is barricaded with half his army. I’m going in with only half his number of men. But I don’t give a fuck.

      I don’t know if I’m going to see this day end. But Yannis Rokiades sure as hell is not.
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      Phoenix sits beside Sarah, looking at her wound with almost professional curiosity. “How’re you feeling?” he asks.

      “Is that a trick question?”

      He chuckles. “Are you always this cranky?”

      “Not usually,” Sarah coughs. “But, you know, gunshot wounds tend to irritate me.”

      He chuckles. “Such a lightweight.”

      “How about I shoot you and see how you do?”

      “I’ve been shot at before.”

      “But have you been shot?”

      “Maybe I’ll just leave you here to bleed out,” Phoenix scoffs.

      “Are you two serious?” I explode, unable to hold it in any longer. Both of them look at me as though I’ve completely lost it.

      “Uh, I’m the one with the gunshot,” Sarah says weakly. “Why are you freaking out?”

      It’s a damn good question, but I’m not able to appreciate it in my current panicky state. “Kian just went out there alone,” I point out, throwing my hands up. “There’s no one with him, and… and… he’s injured. It may not show but he’s hurt all over…”

      Phoenix looks at me with deliberate calm. All that does is piss me off.

      “What?” I snap, voice dripping with venom.

      He’s completely unruffled. “You need to breathe.”

      “You need to keep your goddamn advice to yourself.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “Yikes. All I’m saying is, stress is not good for the baby.”

      I glare at him. “Who told you I was pregnant?”

      “Kian did,” he replies. “Right before he left. Which is why I’m here in the first place. To take care of you.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “I can take care of myself.”

      “Is that how you ended up with Rokiades in the first place?” he asks. “Was that you taking care of yourself?”

      Guilt smashes over me first, extinguishing the anger. Every instinct I have to be defensive dies on the heels of the glaring and blunt accusation that I’m responsible for everything that’s happening right now. If I hadn’t run away, then Drago would never have called Rokiades. He’d never have captured me and used me as leverage to abduct Kian. None of us would be here right now.

      Phoenix is right. He’s so fucking right.

      “Can you two please stop?” Sarah moans, looking between us. “Christ, I might go ahead and die just so I don’t have to listen to you bicker anymore.”

      The fabric I’d torn from the curtains is working wonders at stopping her from bleeding out. She seems to be more or less stable, though the pain still comes and goes in vicious waves.

      Phoenix turns to her and shakes his head. Apparently, the two of them know each other, too. I feel extremely left out. Well, no. That’s not it. I don’t feel left out. I feel inconsequential. I feel useless.

      All the people around me are fighting, and all I can do is sit here cowering in a corner while Kian fights my battles for me.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. I mean it. “I’m just—”

      “Scared,” Phoenix finishes for me. “I know. It’s okay to be scared. But my father and his men are here. So is Kian’s brother and reinforcements from Ireland. This is not a fight that Rokiades can win.”

      “He’s got the Lombardi loyalists,” I point out. “And the Marianis. That’s a lot of angry Italian mobsters who want Kian dead.”

      “And do the Marianis know where you stand?”

      I frown. “What?”

      “Invitations to your wedding went out days ago. The Marianis are here fighting with the Greeks because they think you’ve aligned yourself with Rokiades.”

      My eyes go wide. “You think they’ll stop fighting if I…?”

      “I don’t know,” he cuts me off quickly. “I know next to nothing about the Marianis, their intentions, or their ambitions. All I know is that they were the last to swear allegiance to Rokiades. And their word came only after the invitations went out.”

      At that, all the puzzle pieces click together. I realize something: I started this shit. Maybe I can help finish it.

      Just then, the door flies open. I freeze. Phoenix jumps to his feet with his gun raised. “For fuck’s sake,” he breathes when he takes in the men at the door. “Took you fuckers long enough.”

      Both men are tall and well-built. Now, the Russian I’d overheard earlier makes sense. Of course they’d be speaking Russian. They’re Bratva. Like Phoenix.

      “She’s badly injured,” he tells them, pointing at Sarah where she’s still lying on the blood-soaked rug. “Gunshot to the lower abdomen. Make sure to be careful when you move her.”

      The moment Phoenix finishes with his instructions, another man walks into the room. He’s basically an older version of Phoenix and his presence seems to fill the room.

      “Son,” he says.

      Fuck me—is this Phoenix’s father? The two of them look like they belong on magazine covers. That’s one hell of a gene pool.

      “Where’s Kian?” Phoenix asks immediately.

      “With Cillian.”

      I step aside so that the Bratva men can move Sarah. As father and son talk to one another, I realize no one is focused on me. At least, not yet. And the thought is running through my head again and again: You started this. You can end it.

      I pick up a stray gun lying on the floor and snake across the room as Phoenix and his father help ensure Sarah is in an appropriate position to be moved.

      I’m right at the door, when Phoenix notices me.

      “Renata!” he booms. “Where are you going?”

      Two pairs of identical eyes fall on me. Maybe it’s because he’s close to my age, but I don’t find Phoenix intimidating.

      His father, on the other hand, looks like a man you’d rather die than cross.

      “I have to help if I can,” I stammer.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” Phoenix’s father says firmly.

      There’s at least five feet between me and the nearest Bratva soldier. Which means I’ve got to move fast. Thankfully, I’ve always been a runner. So, rather than answer, I bolt out of the room, just as I hear a loud curse and the stomp of boots pursuing me.

      Phoenix is hot on my trail. Unfortunately for him, all those hours of forced treadmill running at Rokiades’s behest has really upped my game. I speed through the corridors towards the other end of the house, leaving him behind.

      I’m going so fast that I fly into a random soldier who appears out of nowhere. We slam together and I crash-land on my belly on the floor.

      He thumps somewhere adjacent to me, but he’s already twisting around, attempting to shoot. Then he sees Phoenix bursting around the corner and changes aim, eliminating the Greek before he can get his shot off.

      You started this, I tell myself. Only you can finish it.

      As I continue running through the house, I risk a glance over my shoulder. Phoenix is fighting off two new soldiers. But I’m reassured that he’s not hurt. Matter of fact, he looks like he’s in his element. Happy as a pig in shit, as Drago used to say about the Irishmen who’d stolen our heritage from us. The adage applies to the young Russian as he lays waste to the poor, outmatched Greeks.

      I leave them behind and tear through the house, moving towards the sound of fighting rather than away from it. My instincts are screaming at me, but I ignore them.

      Yes, I have to protect the child in my belly. But I also have a duty to make sure my child has a father. And if I can make the slightest bit of difference to this fight, then I’m going to try.

      I’m not going to be a damsel in distress for a single second more.

      As I rip around a dark grey wall, I run into yet another man. This one is tall and blonde and extremely familiar.

      “Kian?” I gasp.

      The man grabs me and holds me out at arm’s length. “Ah, so you’re the wildcat he walked into the lion’s den for?” he smirks.

      The more I look at him, the less like Kian he seems. Their resemblance only goes surface-deep. Beyond the blonde hair and the blue eyes, they couldn’t be more different.

      “You’re Cillian.”

      “I see my reputation precedes me. The pleasure’s all mine, really.”

      “Where’s Kian?” I ask.

      “Not your concern at the moment,” he says. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “I can help.”

      “No, you can’t,” he says with finality.

      Jesus. Why do I have to come into contact with every single alpha male on the planet? It hardly seems fair. A girl can only handle so much testosterone without going insane.

      Cillian spins me around and starts marching me back the way I came. “There’s a fight in play and you’re only going to distract him.”

      “Why aren’t you in there fighting with him?” I prod.

      He chuckles. “I can see why he fell for you. Us O’Sullivan men have always liked our women feisty.”

      “Please,” I say, trying the polite route. “I can’t just leave him here.”

      “There is no way he’ll let me live if I willingly let you waltz right into—”

      I realize something just then—Kian’s brother doesn’t consider me a threat at all. Which is the only reason I’m able to spin around and aim my gun at his face. It’s not even cocked, but he doesn’t have to know that.

      “I’m not asking anymore,” I tell him icily.

      He raises his eyebrows. They’re thicker and more unruly than Kian’s. His eyes are a lighter, clearer blue. He must have been drop-dead gorgeous in the prime of his youth. Even as an older man, he still has a youthful quality about him.

      “You really wanna do this?” Cillian asks.

      “He needs me.”

      “Not now. Not like this. He needs me and the Clan and the Bratva. He has all that. If you go in there, it’ll only distract him, Renata.”

      I’m mildly surprised that he knows my name. “I can make a difference—”

      He shakes his head. “Let one of my men escort you off the compound. You’ll be safe.”

      “I have been at the mercy of men all my life,” I snap. I’m close to sobbing, but I don’t care. “I have been pushed around and controlled. I’ve only ever been a pawn. And I’m done being that. Kian’s the one who told me that I could be a player if I wanted to be. Well, I’m choosing to enter the game.”

      Cillian weighs his words heavily. “In this game, Renata, if you lose, you die.”

      “I’m aware of the risks.”

      “If you want to get through me, you’ll have to shoot.”

      Our eyes lock. He’s deadly serious. But calm, too. As if he’s been preparing his whole life to take a bullet for his brother.

      My finger is on the trigger. I don’t want to pull, but I’ve made my choice. I’m not leaving Kian to die. I’m going to do whatever I can.

      You started this. Only you can end it.

      Before I can decide what to do, an explosion goes off. So close that it hurls us both against the wall.

      I see smoke.

      I smell ash.

      I taste blood.

      And all I can think is…

      Oh, God—my baby.
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      In hindsight, it might have been a better plan to wait for Cillian and Artem to rally the men. Our forces are spread over the entire compound, fighting back the Greeks and both Italian families in various locations. But most of Rokiades’s men are right here in this room, making sure to shield him from me.

      “Rokiades!” I roar as I duck behind the massive dining room table that my men have managed to push onto its side. It provides the perfect cover for us, but it’s starting to give way beneath the onslaught of Greek gunfire.

      In the room beyond us, all I can see is the line of Greek and Italian soldiers standing on the opposite end of the room, concealing their cowardly don.

      We’re outnumbered four to one. Those odds are made worse by the fact that this ugly ass room has two little alcoves concealed off on each side of the space. We’ve been shooting at them for ten minutes now and I haven’t seen Rokiades once. He’s clearly hiding behind one of the two alcoves, watching everything unfold while his men die for him.

      “Rokiades!” I yell again. “You fucking coward! Come out here and fight me like a man!”

      I pop up from behind the table and fire off another round of bullets. I manage to hit two of his men. One is a clean kill shot; the second only incapacitates the poor bastard.

      I duck down behind the table and attempt to reload before realizing that I’m clean out of ammo in this gun. “Fuck,” I growl, looking to the two men on either side of me. “Ammo?”

      “Sorry, boss,” Rhys replies. “I’m on my last clip, too.”

      “Get out there and get our men in here,” I order. “Another ten minutes and we’re going to sitting ducks.”

      Rhys crouches low and snakes out of the room. I’ve got three bullets left in my second firearm. Two of those are ready for anyone wants to die today. The third is saved for the fucker who abducted my woman.

      “Is this the don you are?” I demand, shouting out to make sure every single one of his men hear me. “The kind who hides in the darkness while his men take the hits?”

      No answer. Just the pop-pop-pop of gunfire and splintering wood.

      “No wonder you had to ally with the Lombardis and the Marianis,” I continue, noticing that my words are starting to puncture through the men, one by one. “You’re lacking in the charisma department.”

      “You fucking boy!” Rokiades screams as he pushes past his men. He doesn’t quite make his way all the way through the front line, though, which I’m sure is no accident. He keeps himself angled conveniently behind the bodies of his men.

      But I can see his face clearly. It’s red with rage and embarrassment.

      I smile. The fastest way to goad a man like him is to hit his ego in front of his people.

      “I’m going to enjoy killing you,” he adds with what he no doubt thinks is a menacing aura.

      “You?” I mock, standing from behind the upturned table. “You haven’t fired one fucking bullet this whole time.”

      His gun hand twitches as though he’s about to raise it. But he decides otherwise. “You know what?” Rokiades hisses. “I was going to be merciful. I was going to kill you. But now, I think I’ll take you alive. I’ll keep you in chains in my darkest cell. I want you to be alive for my wedding day. I’m going to take Renata Lombardi so hard, so completely that I fuck a baby into her on the first fucking night.”

      He’s laying the groundwork. But he’s out of his fucking depth.

      I know I shouldn’t respond in kind, and yet, I can’t help it. The words rip from me in a blaze of rage, “Sorry to disappoint you, but I beat you to it. There’s already a baby in that belly. And I was the man that put it there.”

      Yannis’s eyes go wide with fury. “Oh, don’t you worry,” he rasps. “All it will take is a visit to my doctor to wipe the scum from her womb and fill her with my own son.”

      I’m about to open fire on the motherfucker when I see a silhouette pass by me. My jaw drops as I realize what it is.

      Or rather, who.

      Renata Lombardi walks into the room as though she fucking owns the place. Her back is straight and her chin is tilted upwards. I can sense her fear, but she’s doing a good job of hiding it.

      “Stop!” she calls out in a kind of voice I’ve never heard from her before. Proud. Royal. Defiant.

      She turns, catches sight of me, and immediately rushes to my side. “Are you okay?” she gasps, cupping the side of my face with her palm.

      “Jesus, Renata,” I growl, “what the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

      “Your brother tried to stop me,” she blurts out. “Don’t be mad at him.”

      From the corner of my eye, I notice Cillian and Artem enter the room. Both look a little banged up, but there’s definite bloodlust in their eyes.

      They’re ready for the big fight.

      We all are.

      “That is my woman!” Rokiades says furiously, his eyes flitting over his men.

      The thing about “his” men, though, is that it’s not quite accurate. Some of them are Greek, yes. But some of them are Lombardi. And more still are probably Mariani.

      And Renata—the true heir to the Lombardi and Mariani families—has just walked in and run straight to me. After I’d told the entire room that she’s carrying my baby.

      I take another quick scan, realizing that Drago isn’t here. He’s not high on my list of priorities, though. My only priority is standing right in front of me, acting oblivious to the warzone she’s just entered.

      “Renata!” Rokiades screams. “I will kill that Irish cocksucker right in front of you.”

      He raises his gun-wielding arm, but Renata acts immediately. She steps in front of me. I try to push her behind my men, but she grabs the table and refuses to budge.

      I’m pissed she’s here, but I can’t help marvel at her. The woman’s fucking amazing.

      “The only way to kill him right now is to put the bullet through me,” she calls back. “Are you willing to kill me, Yannis?”

      He flinches when she uses his first name. His hesitation is the only answer she needs. The only answer any of us needs.

      Renata Lombardi is too fucking important to kill.

      And she finally knows it.

      “My name is Renata Lombardi,” she says, raising her voice. “But I have Mariani blood in my veins.”

      I notice several men exchange glances. A fissure starts to form in the ranks. A few of them seem to want to set themselves apart from the throng crowded around Rokiades.

      “And I do not choose Yannis Rokiades,” she says, her voice strong.

      Rokiades’s face turns black. Vengeance, fury, betrayal… it’s all written across his sagging features.

      Something is happening.

      Then a man steps forward. He’s probably around my age, perhaps a little older. He turns grey eyes on Renata before looking straight at Rokiades. “When you approached our don, you said that Renata Lombardi was under your protection. You told us that she willingly agreed to the marriage.”

      Rokiades snarls at the fissure opening up in front of him. “Who the fuck cares?” he rasps. “She doesn’t get to pick.”

      The man glances back towards us. I meet his gaze.

      “Renata,” the Italian commander booms, “are you aligning yourself with the Clan?”

      “I am,” she says without hesitation.

      A thrill of some unnamed excitement courses through my body. Has she derailed Rokiades’s entire power grab with her mere presence? Her refusal to be the victim anymore?

      The Mariani commander nods slowly and glances towards his men. “Then we no longer find ourselves in common cause with Rokiades and the Greeks.”

      Renata smiles slowly, her eyes trained on Rokiades. “Do you hear that, old man?” she taunts. “It’s over. Tell your men to put down their weapons.”

      “Over?” Rokiades snarls. He shakes his head. “It’s not over until I say it is.” He holsters his gun and pulls out a small device from the pocket of his jacket. He holds it up, making sure everyone can see it. “This denotator is rigged to a bomb that will take out the entire compound,” he explains. “All I have to do is press the red button.”

      There’s a tiny little light at the upper left corner of the device, just above the red button. It’s blinking fast.

      “If you press that button, you’ll die, too,” Renata points out.

      “Yes,” he replies. “But I’ll take all of you down with me. Are you willing to have all these lives on your hands, Renata? Are you willing to die? Are you willing to allow your child to die?”

      “Don’t listen to him,” I hiss at Renata.

      But his words have already pierced through her. Her eyes go wide with shock as she realizes that Rokiades has kept an ace up his sleeve the whole time.

      “You’re the only one with the power to stop me, darling,” Rokiades continues in a sickly-sweet tone. “You know what you need to do.”

      She looks down for a moment and I notice her hands clench into fists.

      “Renata—”

      “You still want me to marry you,” she says, cutting me off.

      “Exactly,” Rokiades replies. “I will even spare your child if you agree to it.”

      Renata glances at me. Of course, he notices.

      “Tsk-tsk. Now, you’re asking for too much. There has to be a consequence. Kian O’Sullivan will not be allowed to live.” He turns his gaze to me. “What do you say, Irishman? Are you willing to die for your men?”

      Cillian grabs my arm. “Don’t you fucking dare. You’re no martyr.”

      I give him a smile. “Sometimes, being a don means making tough decisions. You’re the one who taught me that, brother.”

      “You pick that fucking lesson now? Out of all my wisdom over the years?”

      I give him a nod I hope is reassuring and turn to Rokiades. “It is my duty as don to die for my men if I have to,” I announce solemnly. “I’ll do what I must.”

      “Renata?” Rokiades presses.

      She turns to me, her eyes swimming with tears. Uncaring of the legion of men we’re surrounded by, she reaches up and cups my face with both her hands.

      “I’m sorry,” she says.

      I shake my head. “Don’t be,” I say fiercely. “You have been the adventure of my life.”

      A tear falls. I reach up and press my finger against the little silver scar on her cheek.

      “I gave you this, and I’m sorry for that. But,” I add, turning my finger to the thin scar over my own eyebrow, “you gave me this, and I want to thank you for that. For fighting so hard. I never saw the knife coming.”

      She frowns, a ripple of confusion passing over her face.

      “Renata!” Rokiades roars. “I don’t like to be kept waiting. Come.”

      She holds my gaze for a moment longer. Then she starts to walk around the table.

      “Bring him with you,” the Greek commands.

      She glances back warily. I move to join her.

      “No,” Cillian growls, getting in my way.

      “Brother—”

      “You can’t fucking do this!”

      “I can’t let you die,” I tell him. “You’ve got a family to love. You’ve got the Clan to run. So does Artem. We cannot let him win.”

      “We’ll find another way.”

      “He presses that button and we’re all gone,” I point out. “I have to do this.”

      “Kian—”

      “Cillian. Sometimes, even decent men must do terrible things for the greater good.”

      He clenches his jaw. And then he bows his head and I know I’ve won. We clasp hands for a moment before I round the table and catch up to Renata.

      The two of us walk towards the Greeks, but when we’re halfway there, Rokiades holds up his hand.

      “Stop,” he says. “Renata, take his gun.”

      She turns to me, but she makes no move to take my gun. In this case though, I’m more than willing to hurry things along. I grab her hand and shove the gun into her palm. “Give it to him.”

      “That leaves you unarmed.”

      “That’s the point,” I tell her with a wry laugh. “Give my gun to Rokiades. And remember… he won’t be prepared for what he doesn’t see coming.”

      She nods slowly, careful to keep her expression appropriately destroyed as her fingers close around the gun.

      “Good girl,” Rokiades commends her. “Now, come to me. O’Sullivan, you can stay where you are.”

      Renata walks away from me, leaving me standing alone in the gulf between the Irish and the Greeks. The position is a vulnerable one. But I don’t feel vulnerable at all.

      Because control is an illusion.

      Sometimes, the men who think they have it are mistaken.

      Sometimes, the women who think they have nothing have it all.

      Renata walks right up to Rokiades and hands him my gun. “How poetic,” Yannis comments, “to be killed with your own weapon.”

      He pushes Renata back towards his men and then he approaches me with my gun. The expression on his face is both perverse and manic.

      “Any final words?” he asks me.

      My eyes meet Renata’s over his shoulder. “She’s stronger than you think,” I tell him.

      “Don’t worry,” he replies. “I’ll beat the strength right out of her. And I’m going to enjoy doing it.”

      On the last word, he pulls the trigger. The click is loud.

      But the bullet never comes.

      And the second it takes him to realize that my gun is empty is the second Renata uses to pull out the scalpel I’d pressed into her palm along with the firearm.

      Before any of Rokiades’s men can stop her, she steps forward and buries it in the side of his neck.

      His body collapses instantly. But before he even hits the ground, I lunge forward and grab the detonator in his hand.

      Greek loyalists rush forward and grab Renata, disarming her in a matter of seconds, but I raise the detonator above my head.

      “Enough!” I roar. “Let her fucking go now. Or we all die.”

      The men holding her release her instantly. She runs towards me, her arms engulfing my body tightly.

      “Drop your weapons,” I instruct all of them.

      Only after they do as I ordered do I wrap my arm around Renata and pull her back towards the safety of the Clan. As we round the table, I make eye contact with my brother.

      “You can take it from here, bro,” I say, handing him the detonator.

      Cillian accepts it and gives me a satisfied nod. Then he and Artem take charge. “All you motherfuckers put down your guns…”

      I don’t care about the aftermath. The only thing I care about is the woman between my arms. I grip Renata’s face as I look down at her. “How are you feeling?”

      “Shaky,” she admits. “Thank you.”

      I frown. “For what?”

      “For reminding me that I’m not powerless.”

      “You never were,” I say, touching the scar she’d given me the first time we’d met. “You were always in control.”
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Six Months Later

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure about this?” I ask Renata for maybe the fourth time today.

      She cradles her large bump and glares at me. “Kian…”

      “I know, I know,” I say through gritted teeth. “I’m just pointing out that you don’t owe him anything.”

      “It’s not about that,” she says. “I want answers about my mother. And he’s the only one who knows the whole story. And anyway… he’s the only family I have left.” Her tone isn’t exactly sad, but there’s a certain melancholy there. Understandably so.

      We’re sitting pretty close together. I have my arm draped around her shoulder, but I remove it and take her hand instead. We’d found Drago with his throat slit in a cell beneath Yannis’s mansion. Whether Yannis killed him or one of the Greek soldiers went too far, we may never know.

      I’d expected a stronger reaction from Renata when I broke the news to her, but she’d just stared at me and asked to see his body. She stood over him for a long time, and when she turned away, her eyes were dry.

      “Renata, are you okay?” I’d asked her.

      “Not quite. But I will be.”

      “It’s okay to mourn him. He’s your brother.”

      “He was my brother. It’s just strange to think he’s not here anymore.”

      “Do you need to sit down?”

      She turns to face me. “You don’t have to worry about me, Kian. I knew what my brother was. What he did. He got the end he deserved.”

      “Still, you don’t have to feel guilty for being sad.”

      “If he’d been a better brother, a better man, I would have been sad. Right now, I’m just tired. I’m just glad it’s over.”

      I nod. “Do you want to deal with his funeral arrangements yourself? Or should I take charge?”

      “No, you can handle it. I’ve already said my goodbyes. Oh… but there is one more thing you can do for me.”

      “Anything,” I say solemnly. “Name it and it’s yours.”

      “Will you tell Aisling? She deserves to know her nightmare is over.”

      I promised her I would. Then I’d spent the next few days watching her, waiting for her to break down. But the sadness I’d expected never came.

      Apparently, she really had said her goodbyes.

      But he was the last familiar face in her life. And after his death, she’d moved into my home, assimilated into my life, left behind the self she’d spent decades trying to escape. I appreciated how difficult the adjustment was for her. How difficult it still is.

      But I couldn’t be prouder of her.

      “I’m your family,” I remind her as often as I can. I say it again right now.

      She tilts her face towards me and smiles. “Of course you are, my love,” she says with a nod. “I didn’t mean to imply you weren’t. I just… I know next to nothing about my parents, and I want…”

      “Answers,” I finish when she trails off. “I know. I understand.”

      She gives me a kiss on the cheek and leans her head against my chest as we drive through the city in the direction of the Grand Regent, where we’re meeting someone for lunch.

      She’s made an effort for this meeting. She’s wearing a soft yellow dress that drapes over her shoulders and flows down her body. If you didn’t see the stomach, you wouldn’t even realize she was pregnant.

      But Renata owns everything about her pregnancy. She’s one of those women who’ll find any excuse to announce to the world that she’s going to have a baby.

      A miracle baby. That’s how she refers to our child.

      “I wasn’t meant to get pregnant by anyone other than you,” she told me the night I asked her to marry me. I’d replied with the only thing I could: a kiss that started in my soul.

      “Why are we bringing an entire entourage?” she asks now, lifting her head from my chest.

      “Because we need to make a show of power.”

      She frowns. “Kian, he’s my grandfather.”

      “He’s the Mariani don.”

      “I thought you said he wasn’t a threat to you.”

      “Not the point. It’s about making sure he knows where he stands in the pecking order. I will respect him. But he has to respect me.”

      “He’s been pretty respectful so far,” she points out.

      “And I plan on keeping it that way.”

      She snakes her fingers between mine and I return pressure. It’s surprising how much I enjoy these intimate gestures. I’m not exactly the touchy-feely type. At least, I wasn’t before I met Renata. But there’s an easy comfort between us now. One that’s helped us in the bedroom, too.

      Renata still has trouble submitting to me completely. The lack of control makes her feel untethered, vulnerable. She wants it—she just isn’t sure yet how to fully let go.

      Of course, we’ve had to take a break from the rough stuff in the last couple of months since Renata’s stomach swelled. But there’s a certain unrestrained wildness in passionate, slow lovemaking, too. I’m the one who has things to learn about that. And she has lots to teach me.

      I lean in and kiss her temple. As my lips press against her soft skin, I realize how stiff she is. “Are you nervous?”

      She sighs. “Duh.”

      I laugh. “He’s the one who’s been asking to meet you, remember?”

      She gives me a shaky smile just as we pull up to the secluded five-star resort nestled between two massive golf courses.

      Our entourage consists of five men. I’d wanted to bring twice that number, but I’d changed my mind. I don’t want the old don to get the impression I’m nervous about this meeting. I’m not. I just tend to get a little overprotective where Renata and our child is concerned.

      The concierge is standing at the entrance to greet us. He’s dressed in a suit tailored to perfection and wearing a simpering smile. “Mr. O’Sullivan,” he says, clasping his hands together. “Ms. Lombardi. It is a pleasure to welcome you to the Grand Regent.”

      “We’re meeting—”

      “Don Mariani,” the concierge finishes for me. “Of course, sir. He’s waiting in one of our private dining rooms for you both.”

      “He’s here already?” Renata hisses. “Are we late?”

      “The man’s been an absent grandfather your entire life. He can wait five extra minutes.”

      The concierge leads us through the hotel towards the private dining rooms. I know immediately which one Mariani is in because his men stand at attention outside the door. They move aside when we approach, so I turn to my own soldiers. “You boys stay out here. Make friends and play nice.”

      Then the concierge opens the door to a large room that overlooks part of the golf course. The old gentleman sitting at the table inside turns his gaze towards us, and then slowly, he rises to his feet.

      He’s wearing a beautiful blue suit that manages to dress up his potbellied frame. He’s almost as tall as I am and his eyes are the same exact shade as Renata’s.

      She stays glued to my side, like she doesn’t know what to do now that she’s here. So I take her hand and pull her along towards Mattias Mariani. Her grandfather.

      “Thank you for finally agreeing to meet me, Renata,” he intones in a deep voice, addressing her first. His eyes flicker to her stomach.

      She nods, drinking in his features like she’ll find all the answers there.

      Then he turns to me. “Don O’Sullivan,” he says with a respectful half-bow.

      It’s a good start. I clasp his hand and shake. “Don Mariani.”

      “Please,” he says as he releases my hand, “let’s sit. I took the liberty of ordering us some drinks. Renata, I’ve ordered a selection of fresh juices for you.”

      “Thank you,” she says. The moment she’s seated, she rests her hands over her belly. “I know you’ve wanted to meet me for a while,” she starts. “But I… just wasn’t ready.”

      “I can understand that, after everything you’ve been through.”

      I study the man closely as he and Renata talk. I’m only here to support her. But I’d be lying if I didn’t admit to wanting to get a proper read on the elusive Mariani don.

      “I want to know about my mother,” Renata says bluntly.

      Mattias smiles softly. There’s a definite paternal glimmer in his eyes. I wonder how much Renata resembles her mother to trigger it.

      “It makes sense that you’d want to know about your mother before you yourself become one,” he says slowly. “As an aside, congratulations are in order, I believe.”

      She smiles. It’s the first smile I’ve seen from her all day that’s free of nerves and uncertainty. “Thank you.”

      “How far along are you?”

      “Just past seven months,” she tells him. “Only a couple more to go.”

      “You must be excited.”

      “Very.”

      The silence stretches out a little, so I reach for my drink and take a sip. “Thank you for keeping your word,” I say to him. “The territory disputes are no longer in question.”

      He inclines his head. “I’m a man of my word. I’m also a man who’s lost his taste for war. As I told you in our first phone call months ago, I do not wish to challenge the Clan. My only quarrel was when I thought my granddaughter’s interests were better served with the Greeks.”

      “Your granddaughter’s interests?” she repeats scornfully. “You’ll forgive me for asking why you even cared. It wasn’t as though you made any attempt to be in my life those first twenty-five years.”

      Mattias’s face slackens slightly.

      I resist the urge to jump into the conversation. This is about Renata. I don’t want to make it about me.

      “Renata, I know it might be hard for you to believe, but up until a year ago, I didn’t know you were still alive.” Renata frowns, but Mattias continues. “Drago made sure your existence was buried. He spread stories to my men confirming that you died as a five-year-old in the same attack as your father. It wasn’t until he had made the deal with Rokiades and arranged your marriage to him that I was made aware that you were still alive.”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      He nods, accepting that. “As did I. Many people thought of your brother as a fool. And in many ways, he was. But he could also be strategic. He knew you were valuable; he knew he could use you when the time was right. He didn’t want to risk losing you to a more competent guardian. When he finally approached me, he told me that you had freely and willingly agreed to the marriage. He also told me that the O’Sullivan Clan posed a direct threat to you. Which was why I chose to ally with him in the first place.”

      His story explains a lot. I have no reason to doubt it. He made the best choice he could for his family, or so he believed at the time. I can’t fault him for that.

      “Okay,” Renata sighs. “Okay, that makes sense. But what doesn’t make sense to me is what I know of my mother. I lived all my life believing she was some random nobody who didn’t really care about me—only to find out that she was a very important somebody who still didn’t really care about me.”

      The pain in her voice is evident. I reach out and take her hand.

      Mariani’s eyes follow the gesture. “She did care, Renata,” he protests.

      But I sense the lie immediately.

      Apparently, so does Renata. “Please,” she says. “If you want a relationship with me, with your great-grandchild, I need you to be honest.”

      The conflict rages across his face for a moment, and then he comes to a decision. I notice the way he squares his shoulders like he’s walking into a cave fight. “The truth is hard to hear sometimes, Renata.”

      “I don’t care. I need to know.”

      “Very well,” he says, with a short nod. First, he takes a sip of his whiskey. “The truth is Isabella was a complicated young woman. She was beautiful, wild, spirited, opinionated. She resented the limitations of her life. She resented the security that followed her everywhere on my orders. She resented that she could not simply take charge of her fate, like a man in her position would be able to do.”

      “I sympathize with that,” Renata says icily.

      “As a teenager, she was rebellious and reckless. As a young woman, those traits only became heightened. She suffered from depression and she could be manic at times.”

      I glance at Renata, noticing the worried lines forming across her forehead. I move a little closer to her and she leans against my chest.

      “She started shaking off her guards to visit mafia bars. That was where she met your father. He was the epitome of what she detested. A man who thought he could simply take what he wanted. My sources tell me that she caught his interest, but her status as my daughter protected her. Somewhat, at least. However, Isabella was always combative. She wanted to assert her dominance, prove she was the equal of the most powerful man in the room. It… it didn’t end well.”

      Renata winces and stiffens. I tighten my grip on her hand.

      Mariani sighs. “Sometimes, confidence can be a curse. I don’t know precisely what happened. What I do know is that almost a year after she Giorgio took her, she returned. She told me that she had become pregnant and he had given her a choice.”

      Renata sits up a little. I want to stop this story. I want to convince her that not knowing is better. But I know I don’t have the right to sway her in either direction.

      This is her choice to make.

      “Stay with him and raise the child,” Mattias explains, “or say goodbye to her newborn and gain the freedom she always sought.”

      Renata’s shoulders sage for a moment. Then she nods. “She put herself first.”

      “She wasn’t capable of loving you at the time, Renata,” Mariani says, in a weak voice. “She was too broken. The year she spent with Lombardi changed her.”

      “So then why did she agree to marry him?” Renata demands.

      “That was… my doing,” he says.

      And I finally understand the reason behind his sagging shoulders, his defeated frame. He’s a man burdened with regret. He pushed his daughter to her death, in a twisted way.

      “I convinced her over the years to consider Lombardi’s offer of marriage,” he continues. “…For your sake. I was convinced that if she saw you again, she’d decide she wanted to be a mother.”

      Renata glances at me, searching for comfort. I squeeze her shoulders, drawing her closer to me.

      “It was the greatest mistake of my life,” Mariani acknowledges.

      Renata looks down for a moment. With her free hand, she cradles her swollen belly. “Thank you for telling me all this.”

      “I wish it were a better story.”

      “I wasn’t looking for a story,” Renata replies with a strength I suspect she’s inherited from her mother. “I was looking for the truth.”

      Mattias gives her a nod and a smile that’s on the cusp of being content.

      A few minutes later, he calls for the waiter and we order lunch. No one mentions Lombardi or Isabella again. The past is left firmly in the past. It’s the only way forward now.

      Lunch conversation doesn’t always flow smoothly, but I can see the beginnings of a new relationship for Renata and her grandfather. Perhaps there’s something salvageable there after all.

      When we’ve finished eating, Renata and I get to our feet. Mariani follows suit. He shakes my hand and then turns to Renata. She pulls out a pristine white envelope from her purse, and fingers the edges.

      “I decided before coming here today that I would see how this lunch goes before giving this to you,” she tells him.

      “What is that?”

      “An invitation,” she replies. “To our wedding. It’s a month from today.”

      Mariani raises his eyebrows. “It would be an honor to be invited,” he says. “But I will understand if you do not feel comfortable.”

      She holds on to the envelope for a second longer. And then she hands it to him. “I’d like you to be there,” she says softly.

      Mariani smiles. In that moment, he’s the picture of a proud, doting grandfather. “You look so much like her…” His voice cracks with emotion.

      Renata steps forward and gives him a hug. He freezes in shock before he relaxes into it. Then he meets my gaze over Renata’s head.

      I nod, and as I do, I know it with certainty: Renata no longer has to worry about her past and the Clan no longer has to worry about the Italians.

      There’s a way forward for her.

      There’s a way forward for all of us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Extended Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Click here to check out the exclusive Extended Epilogue to Jaded Devil!

      

      

    

  







            Sneak Preview of GILDED CAGE

          

          



      

    

    






Book One of the Kovalyov Bratva Duet

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I’LL LOCK HER IN A GILDED CAGE AND THROW AWAY THE KEY.

      

      

      

      The night we met, she thought she was tasting freedom.

      I devoured her once and left before I even knew her name.

      

      Four months later, Bratva business leads me to the house of my enemy with one objective:

      Burn it down and kill everyone inside.

      

      That’s exactly what I plan to do…

      Until I find her cowering before me.

      The innocent girl from the club.

      My beautiful caged bird.

      

      I’m not here to save her—I’m here to ruin her.

      But something stops me in my tracks.

      Something I never expected.

      

      Did she say that’s my baby in her womb?
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Esme

      
        
        A SECRET LOCATION ON THE PACIFIC COAST OF MEXICO

      

      

      I look around at my bedroom and fight the urge to scream.

      It’s beautiful by any measure. The finest furniture. The most expensive art.

      But I see it for what it really is: a gilded fucking cage.

      My eyes settle on the picture board I set up when I was fifteen years old. I still remember the first thing I stuck up there—a glossy postcard of Florence, Italy.

      Seven years have passed since I first pinned it up. The postcard is no longer glossy. It stares back at me, old and faded, a constant reminder of the invisible steel bars that surround my life.

      The board shows all the places I’ve always wanted to go. The Coliseum in Rome. The Great Wall of China. The pyramids in Egypt.

      But they’re all just fantasies. I’ve only left my father’s home once.

      The picture of that lone trip is up there, too. I reach up and take it down.

      In the photograph, my older brother, Cesar, stands beside me, his arm wrapped protectively around my shoulders. The Eiffel Tower pierces the low clouds behind us.

      We’re both smiling.

      Oblivious to the future.

      Oblivious to how little time he and I had left together.

      It’s been years since Cesar’s death and yet it still hurts to think about him.

      You should be here with me, I think. Maybe then things would be different.

      My fingers caress Cesar’s face for a moment. But when tears start to prick at the corners of my eyes, I pin the picture back up on the bulletin board—facedown, so I don’t have to look at it and remember everything I’ve lost.

      A knock on my door interrupts my thoughts.

      I turn to face the door. “Yes?”

      “Señorita Esme, your father requests your presence downstairs in the formal sitting room.”

      The muffled voice belongs to Sofia, one of the maids who works here at my father’s compound. I close my eyes for a moment and breathe deeply.

      The only reason Papa would “request” my presence in the formal sitting room is so I can be his show pony.

      My father likes to flaunt his possessions.

      And unfortunately for me, I’m his crown jewel.

      I open the door and come face to face with the woman. She’s small, Mexican, shy, beautiful.

      “I guess I shouldn’t ‘request’ that he go fuck himself, should I?” I drawl.

      Sofia flinches like I slapped her.

      It’s just a joke, of course. But she’s seen what my father is capable of.

      We both know that saying that to his face would earn me a month in the cellar.

      I sigh. “Never mind. Gracias, Sofia. Tell Papa I’ll be down soon.”

      I expect her to nod in her usual respectful manner and walk away, but she continues to stand there in her black and white maid’s uniform, wringing her hands together nervously.

      Not a good sign.

      “Is there something else, Sofia?”

      “Señorita…” Her tone is apologetic already.

      I frown. “What else does he want?”

      Sofia raises her brown eyes up to meet mine. She is a little paler than usual, which is pretty standard when my father is in the house. We all walk on eggshells whenever he is around.

      “He also said would like you to wear a dress,” she finishes, lowering her eyes again. “‘Something a man would like,’ he said.”

      So he wants to impress some unspecified male guest or guests.

      That’s not a good sign at all.

      I offer Sofia a forced smile. “As Papa wishes, he shall receive. Gracias, Sofia.”

      With her task completed, relief washes over her face. She hurries down the long hall towards the kitchen.

      I close the door with another sigh and head to my walk-in closet.

      It’s large enough to be a room in its own right. A large center island holds my basics, jewelry, and underwear. Opposite the island is an elaborate dressing table, over which hangs a back-lit mirror.

      The racks hidden behind mahogany panels are loaded with tons of designer clothing. Probably half a million dollars’ worth of the finest fashion the world has to offer.

      I’ve hardly worn any of it.

      Why bother? I never leave the grounds.

      But tonight is different. Something is happening. I don’t like it at all.

      I pick a sleeveless vintage Prada dress with a high neckline and slip on a pair of Jimmy Choos with a one-inch wedge.

      Before I go downstairs, I step in front of the full-length mirror to make sure I’m dressed for the part. Papa would be furious if I’m anything less than dazzling.

      The jade of the dress brings out the tiny flecks of green in my hazel eyes. My dark brown hair cascades in messy waves down my back and my cheeks still retain a little color from my morning run. I add a pair of diamond studded earrings and smear a little nude gloss onto my lips.

      And then the transformation is complete.

      Abracadabra, presto change-o: the don’s daughter.

      His beautiful, caged bird.

      It makes me sick to my fucking stomach.

      When I’m done, I leave my bedroom and begin the trek to the formal sitting room.

      The Moreno household—more like a fortress, really—is a sprawling labyrinth, so it takes me almost five full minutes to get there. I pass tennis courts, swimming pools, several lush gardens, and both kitchens. All filled with the nicest things money can buy.

      Drug money, to be specific.

      I hear the voices of laughing men when I reach the brass-studded door to the sitting room. I rest my hand on the doorknob, but before I open it, I take a moment to breathe and gather myself.

      Cesar’s face from that Paris photograph is still floating behind my eyelids. Laughing, care-free.

      I swallow my bitterness down.

      Put your “good daughter” mask on, I remind myself, or there will be hell to pay later.

      Just like that, I feel my mask settle into place.

      Perfect smile, perfect daughter—that’s the motto that keeps me alive.

      Papa won’t accept anything less.

      I remind myself of who I am—or at least, who I’m expected to be: Esmeralda Moreno, princess of the Moreno cartel, the most eligible bachelorette in the entire Mexican drug world.

      Then I push open the heavy door and slip inside.

      Immediately, the chatter softens. Eyes turn to me.

      Papa’s voice cuts across the room, booming and resonant.

      “Ah, Esme! There you are.”

      He gets up from his leather armchair and strides towards me, laying his hand on the small of my back and pushing me forward towards his guests as though he’s trying to feed me to the sharks.

      To the suited men seated in the other chairs, he says, “Caballeros, meet my daughter, my pride and joy, Esmeralda Moreno.”

      Pride and joy. That’s a lie. So misleading it makes me sick.

      I can’t even begin to explain how fucked up our relationship is. How fucked up my father himself is.

      But you’d never know it by looking at him. That broad smile, that fatherly hand on my back—it’s so fake, so staged that I want to puke.

      If only these men knew what it was really like to be Joaquin Moreno’s daughter.

      If only anyone knew what he truly is like.

      Papa’s guests stare up at me, each darker and slipperier-looking than the last. I trust none of them. Their honeyed smiles are normal enough, but their sharp eyes travel over my body without an ounce of shame.

      They introduce themselves to me one by one, offering hands to shake and names I don’t bother trying to remember.

      I study their accents with detachment. Colombian, I think. Probably the higher-ups from one of my father’s cocaine suppliers down there.

      In other words, it’s business as usual in the Moreno household.

      “Esme is a pianist,” Papa announces. He pushes me towards the grand piano over by the curtained windows. “Play something for us, cariña.”

      I nod, smile still riveted to my face, and move towards the piano gratefully. Anything to avoid looking at their faces.

      It’s easier to breathe when I’m playing. I’m more relaxed in those moments. I can close my eyes and be transported to another place. Somewhere I’m free.

      I settle on the piano bench and poise my hands over the keys. I usually play Chopin, but today, I decide instead to perform Mozart. It’s more dramatic, more mournful.

      Suits my mood.

      My fingers meet the keys. One high, sweet note rises up, blissful and simple. Then the next. And the next. And the next.

      I can hear the men’s murmurs but I ignore them. I don’t care if they pay attention or not. If they like it or not.

      Because I’m not playing for them.

      I’m playing for myself.

      For several minutes, my fingers dance across the piano.

      For several minutes, I’m free of this ugly cage I’m trapped in.

      It ends far too soon.

      Don’t forget the mask, I remind myself when I finish. I plaster my good-daughter smile back on my face as I rise and turn to face my father and his colleagues. They applaud. I offer a small curtsy.

      “Didn’t I tell you, gentlemen? Isn’t she a marvel?” Papa boasts, turning away from me. “Esme, you may be excused.”

      I nod and escape into the hallway. My fingers twitch again as I close the door on the sitting room.

      Retreating to my room, I pull off the Prada dress and leave it crumpled on the floor of my closet. I crawl under the silk sheets and try to fall asleep, praying that at least my dreams will transport me somewhere different.

      But sleep never comes. I end up staring at the ceiling above my bed for an hour. Maybe I’m just too depressed to dream.

      After a while, I give up. I pull back the sheets and get out of bed to trade my pajamas for a pair of leggings and a sports bra.

      Then I sneak downstairs, through the French doors, and out into the moonlit garden.

      Fresh air fills my lungs. It makes me feel better—just barely.

      A voice in the darkness calls my name. “Señorita Esme?”

      I turn to find Miguel, one of our home’s security guards, standing a few feet away from me.

      His features are hidden by shadow but I can sense from his tone that he’s concerned for me. Then again, he’s always concerned about me. He’s sweet like that.

      “Is everything okay?” he asks.

      He steps into the light and grins. Miguel is a rough-featured man, all blunt nose and bushy eyebrows, but there’s a tenderness to him that I always appreciate. It stands in stark contrast to my father’s cruelty.

      I give him a kiss on the cheek. “Hi, Miguel. How’s your wife?”

      A smile transforms his face. It strikes me that, despite the black suit and the massive rifle slung across his chest, he’s not much older than I am. Like a big brother looking out for his kid sister.

      He knows he’s not supposed to be casually chatting with me—that’s strictly against my father’s orders—so he glances around to make sure no one else is in sight before stepping closer and pulling out his cell phone.

      “She gave birth last week,” Miguel tells me excitedly. “Look, look—I have a daughter now!”

      My heart thrills for him. The warm glow in his eyes, the happiness radiating off of him—this is how a father is supposed to talk about his baby girl. Not like an item to be sold to the highest bidder.

      “Here!” he says as he pulls up the picture on the phone and hands it over to me with reverence. “Her name is Selena. We named her after my abuela.”

      I look down at the round-faced baby girl, wrapped up tight in a yellow blanket with pink flowers embroidered around the edges.

      My chest squeezes tight. “She’s beautiful, Miguel.”

      He nods and winks. “She looks like her mother, thankfully.”

      “I’m so happy for you. For both of you,” I say, handing the picture back to him.

      “What are you doing up so late?” Miguel asks hesitantly.

      I gnaw my lip anxiously. “I was planning on going for a run.”

      His dark eyes turn nervous. “I can accompany you around the grounds if you’d like,” he offers.

      I put a hand on his forearm. “Please, Miguel,” I beg. “I need to get off the compound, just for an hour or two. I want to run by the ocean.”

      “I’m not authorized to let you go unaccompanied…”

      “I know that. You don’t need to come with me. I’ll be fast. Safe. No one will see me.”

      He’s tugging nervously at his mustache. “Señorita, you know I can’t allow that. I’m under strict instructions from your father. You are not supposed to leave the compound without his permission.”

      “Papa will never know, Miguel,” I plead. “Please? Just this once?”

      I feel bad about putting him in this position, but I’m desperate to feel the salt air on my face.

      Just for a little while… let me pretend I’m free.

      “No one will know,” I promise him again.

      He sighs, looks down between his feet, then back up to me. I see his eyes softening and I know I’ve won.

      “Only an hour?” he asks solemnly.

      “Not a minute more,” I tell him. “I swear.”

      He nods once, gruffly. I could hug him I’m so happy, but the clock is already ticking. Instead, I give him my most grateful smile and take off in a hurry towards the back of the compound, to a little side door in the garden wall that leads me out to the ocean.

      I can smell the salt air as I reach the sand and break into a run. It feels good to move, to sweat, to taste the ocean breeze. It tastes like freedom.

      I didn’t know it then, but it was the last freedom I’d have for a long, long time.
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Esme

      I promised Miguel I’d only be gone for an hour. True to my word, I make it back with two minutes to spare.

      It’s near midnight and the night is quiet. Once I’m back within the walls however, I notice that the house is still lit up. Artificial light filters in from the first floor onto the lawn, turning the grass purple.

      I circle around the house in search of Miguel. I arrive at his post but he’s nowhere to be found.

      My heart starts thudding in my chest. Silently, I head into the house and towards to my room as fast as I can. Towards safety.

      I’m passing the third-floor drawing room when I hear Papa call my name.

      “Esme.”

      I freeze. Dread settles over me like a blanket of thorns. I think about ignoring him, but years of experience tells me that’ll only make things worse.

      The door to the drawing room is ajar. I push it open a little further and walk in.

      The room’s balcony doors are open to the ocean breeze. Papa sits outside, his back to me, his face angled up towards the moon. How had he even heard me passing by?

      “Yes, Papa?”

      “Esme, my darling,” he repeats. “Come and sit with me for a moment.”

      I gnaw my lip. I don’t really have a choice, though. I just have to hope for the best.

      I walk out onto the large balcony and sit down in the chair next to his. There’s a disturbing tension in the air.

      Something is most definitely not right.

      “What is it, Papa?”

      He offers me his hand. I have no choice but to take it. He squeezes my fingers for a moment. It’s an old gesture, one that he hasn’t done in many years, not since I was a little girl.

      “Did you have a nice run?” he asks casually.

      I hesitate for a second before admitting the truth “I, uh… yes, I did.”

      Papa nods. “Cesar liked late night runs as well.”

      My face pales. He hasn’t spoken Cesar’s name in so long. It sounds so wrong coming from his lips.

      Ever since the funeral, Papa has refused to speak my brother’s name. It’s like he blames Cesar for his own death. Despises him for it. All the pictures of him were taken down and his name became a dirty word.

      As if he wanted his only son—my only brother—permanently erased from existence.

      I fidget uncomfortably in my seat. I try to withdraw my hand from my father’s, but he doesn’t let go.

      “You played well tonight, you know,” he murmurs. “The men from Colombia were impressed.” He’s smiling, but the warmth of it doesn’t reach his eyes.

      “Gracias, Papa,” I mumble, only because I know how irritated he gets when I don’t respond to him.

      He tsks in annoyance anyway. “Look at me when I’m talking to you.”

      He’s still smiling, but I know that look of his—it’s a deliberate smile. He called me out here for a reason.

      “Yes, Papa,” I say respectfully.

      “My beautiful daughter,” he continues. “What a prize you are.”

      I look down, say nothing.

      “I’ve seen all the women in the world,” he tells me. “There are plenty of beauties out there. You are pretty enough, yes, but there are many women who are prettier.”

      He reaches out with his other hand, grabs my chin, and turns my face side to side like he’s studying me for flaws.

      He releases my chin and brushes back a strand of hair from my face. “I have good news for you, my doll.”

      My body tenses up. This is it. We’re getting to the point of this late-night visit.

      His grin broadens, but there’s still no warmth in his eyes. There never has been. It’s just like a wolf smiling at you before he takes a bite.

      “The time has come,” he announces, “for you to get married.”

      His words engulf me with ice-cold dread.

      No. Please, God, no.

      This can’t be happening. Not yet.

      I thought I had longer.

      The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them: “Please, Papa, don’t make me get married.”

      The smile never wavers off his face.

      Not even when his hand rears back in the darkness and then swings through the air, making harsh contact with my cheek and the left side of my jaw.

      The sharp crack of knuckle on flesh rings out.

      He slapped me.

      I collapse backwards, skull rapping against the back of the chair. Pain sears through my face and my eyes start to water.

      Don’t cry, I hiss inwardly. Don’t you dare cry in front of him.

      “What a shame, Esmeralda,” Papa continues calmly, as if nothing had happened. “You sound ungrateful. I did not raise you to be an ungrateful child.”

      My instinct is to lay my hand across my stinging cheek, but I resist the urge and blink back my unshed tears.

      I let my mask slip. I should’ve known better than that.

      “Papa, I didn’t mean to be ungrateful,” I say, keeping my voice soft. “I know you will only ever do what’s best for me.”

      I hate myself for saying it, but it’s what he wants to hear. And as sick as it is, that’s the only thing that will make this nightmare stop.

      Tell him what he wants to hear.

      Wait until he’s gone.

      Only then can I cry. Only then can I retreat into my room, scream into my pillow, and pretend none of this is happening.

      “You are young and beautiful,” Papa continues, his eyes glazing over. He wears the same look anytime he is trying to broker a new deal. “You must do your part for the family. You will do your part for the family. Won’t you, Esme?”

      He turns to look at me. The smile is back, the cold sneer that cuts like the sharp edge of a dagger.

      I nod, not daring to look up at him. “Yes, Papa. I will do my part.”

      “That’s my little bird. Now, come with me. I want to show you something.”

      I frown. Surprises from my father are never good. But he’s still clinging tight onto my hand, and just like everything else that’s happening around me, I don’t have a choice in the matter.

      Robotically, I follow him out of the drawing room. I expect him to turn right, but he turns left instead and goes downstairs. My heart thuds unevenly as he leads me to a room at the bottom of the staircase.

      The thick steel door is flanked by two of Papa’s guards. One of them opens the door for us to pass through.

      The moment I walk into the room, I scream, my voice cuts through the quiet of night like a siren’s wail.

      “No!”

      Miguel sits limp on a chair. He’s bound and gagged and his head hangs low on his chest. His clothes are ripped, bloodied, and his features are marred by the vicious beating his face has taken.

      “Miguel,” I whisper as hot tears roll down my cheeks.

      He doesn’t stir. Doesn’t look up. I don’t even think he hears me at all. He’s just groaning softly as blood streams from the many cuts on his swollen cheeks and forehead.

      I turn to my father in horror.

      He’s regarding me with cool detachment. “You see what your actions have caused?”

      “Is… is he dead?” The words feel like acid coming out of my mouth but I have to ask.

      Oh, God, his wife, his newborn daughter. What have I done?

      “No,” Papa replies in a bored voice. “But the next time he disobeys one of my orders, he will be. He understands that now. Do you?”

      His eyes bore into mine. I nod slowly. “Yes, Papa.”

      “There will be no more midnight outings for you, my daughter,” he continues. “I have turned a blind eye for too long. But you are not a child anymore. It is time you learned to obey. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, Papa.”

      He smiles. I wonder if there was ever a time when I had loved the man standing in front of me.

      All I can see now is a monster.

      “Good.”

      I glance towards Miguel but I dare not move any closer to him. I only hope he knows how sorry I am.

      I flee the room as fast as I can and run to my bedroom. Then I throw myself down on my bed and cry until sleep takes me.
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        * * *

      

      “Señorita Esme?”

      A voice calls me out of my dreams the next morning. I open my eyes, but I can barely see. They’re still puffy and red from crying until I fell asleep.

      A stocky man with a thick, dark mustache is standing over me, gently shaking my shoulder. Could it be…?

      “Miguel?” I say sleepily, hopefully.

      Maybe last night was just a horrible nightmare.

      Maybe it never happened at all.

      Then I blink and my vision clears.

      It’s not Miguel.

      Instead, I’m looking up at a stone-faced man I’ve never seen before. He has a shaved head and several serrated scars along his jaw. His eyes are cold as marble.

      The hope vanishes as quickly as it came.

      “Who are you?” I ask in alarm.

      “Your new guard, señorita,” he replies. “Your father sent me to wake you. You need to get up and pack your things.”

      I scramble upright in alarm. “Pack my things? Why?”

      The man’s expression doesn’t change. “Your father has a meeting in Los Angeles. You will be accompanying him.”

      My frown deepens and my heart beats faster. “What’s in Los Angeles?”

      But the man is turning away from me. He doesn’t answer. He already has one of my bags out and opened up on the luggage stand. A Louis Vuitton duffle I’ve used only once—the time Cesar and I flew to Paris, when we took the picture I was looking at last night. Just the sight of it makes my heart throb painfully.

      My brother swore he would protect me from Papa.

      But he lied.

      He died and left me here alone.

      No one can protect me now.
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Artem

      
        
        A PENTHOUSE IN LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA

      

      

      Grebanyye koshmary.

      Fucking nightmares.

      I haven’t dreamed of her in months. And now, out of nowhere, comes that old fucking nightmare.

      Marisha in her white dress.

      The silent, black O of her mouth as her screams fade to silence.

      And the blood.

      So much blood.

      Red and thick, staining the white of her dress…

      I swing my legs off the bed and drop my head into my hands, trying to shake away the black whirlpool that threatens to pull me apart from the inside.

      When that doesn’t work, I do what I always do—reach for the whiskey.

      I keep a bottle by my bedside for moments like this. I take a swig straight from the bottle and relish the welcome burn that surges down my throat.

      “Sukin syn,” I mutter gratefully under my breath in Russian. “I fucking needed that.”

      The images fade at once.

      I’m good again.

      Until I feel a hand graze my bare back.

      I whip around, seizing the arm and twisting it back, ready to snap the elbow if need be. It’s an automatic reflex from years of training—break first, ask questions later.

      I hear the girl’s panicked cry before I see her face. Her blue eyes stare back at me, wide with terror and confusion.

      She is lying naked and tangled in my sheets. Her short blonde hair no longer holds the glossy sheen that caught my attention last night.

      “You’re hurting me,” she whimpers shakily.

      I look down and realize that I’m still pinning her arm.

      Sighing, I release her. She lets out a pained little gasp before scurrying away to the opposite corner of the king-sized bed in terror.

      I turn from her and rise to my feet. “Get dressed and get out.”

      I try to remember what we did last night, but I can recall only a few vague grey flashes. I do remember that she screamed so loudly that she had given me a headache. I’d finally shut her up by putting my cock in her mouth.

      But even that left me feeling unsatisfied.

      Then again, it’s been a long time since any woman has come close to making me feel satisfaction.

      I expect her to high tail it out of here. But when I hear no movement, I pivot again and catch her staring at me.

      “Do I need to pay you or something?”

      “Pay me?” she sounds confused. “For what?”

      “For last night.”

      Her blue eyes go wide as she realizes what I’m asking. The fear gets flushed out by indignation.

      “I’m not a fucking hooker, asshole!” she spits.

      I shrug. “Then what are you waiting for?”

      Furious color floods her face as she leaps out of bed and starts stumbling around in search of her clothes, huffing in anger. She has to step over several empty bottles of whiskey to get to the sequined silver dress lying on the ground next to my bar cart.

      She bends over to snatch up her dress and wiggle it on. I remember now why I picked her from the crowd last night: those tits are the work of a very talented plastic surgeon.

      Once she’s grabbed her fuck-me Manolo Blahnik stilettos and neon-red Bottega Veneta clutch, she turns to me.

      Her bloodshot eyes are rimmed with smudged mascara and eyeliner. “Do you even remember my name?”

      I laugh out loud. “What do you think, princess?”

      She glowers at me for a moment, too pissed for words, before storming past me and out of my bedroom.

      I stand still, head pounding from last night’s booze, until I hear the front door of my penthouse slam shut.

      Good fucking riddance.

      When the apparently-not-a-hooker is gone, I head to the bathroom to survey the toll last night took on me.

      I look like shit. I probably shouldn’t have gone so hard with the drugs and the drinking. It was a stupid thing to do the day before a big meeting.

      My reflection stares back at me. Out of habit, I reach up and touch the scar next to my left eye. My body stiffens, and I force the hand back down to my side.

      Not today. I won’t go there today.

      The dream of Marisha had stirred old memories, ones I’ve spent several years drowning. But it only takes the smallest of reminders to make them resurface.

      I don’t have time for distractions today, though. Father will be watching at the meeting. He has been watching me closely for the last few months. Testing me.

      Tonight will be the culmination of everything.

      I step into the shower and turn it on. The water is so cold that it stings, but that’s what I’m after—a little pain to keep my mind sharp, present, aware.

      More importantly, it keeps the memories at bay.

      When I’ve had enough, I dry off quickly and pull on a pair of dark pants and a long-sleeved henley shirt. My father prefers that I wear suits to these meetings, but I deliberately avoid them.

      Fuck what he wants from me.

      No one tells me what to do—not even my father.

      Even if he is the don of the Kovalyov Bratva.

      I roll up the sleeves, displaying the tattoos that encircle my arms. My Rolex reads eight fifty-six in the evening—I’ve slept the whole day away—which means my ride will be pulling up in front of the building in exactly four minutes.

      Father is never late.

      I head downstairs to the lobby in my personal elevator. The elevator doors peel apart in the main foyer to reveal a straight-line path towards the glass entrance of the building.

      “Good morning, Mr. Kovalyov,” the concierge greets, just as I spot the top-of-the-line Range Rover that my father favors pulling up in front of the building.

      There’s no denying the luxury SUV is a sleek ride. Even at first glance, it’s intimidating as fuck. And that’s without knowing about the performance tread tires, the bulletproof ballistic glass windshield, or the high-powered automatic weapons stashed in various compartments around the vehicle.

      That’s all by design. My father is not one for traveling unprotected.

      In his case, it is more than justified. When you’ve survived as many assassination attempts as he has, investing in proper protection just makes good business sense.

      I see only my own reflection in the tinted window before I open the back door and duck into the car.

      My father and uncle are waiting for me inside, both dressed in sharp gray suits and open-collared white shirts.

      When they were younger men, it was obvious to anyone that Stanislav and Budimir Kovalyov were brothers. They had the same square jawline and hollowed-in cheekbones that I inherited.

      The same bushy eyebrows. The same beer bellies. And the same intolerance for disrespect.

      But as they’ve aged, they’ve begun to look less and less similar. My father, Stanislav, has shrank into himself, developing a slight hunch that has him looking up at the world through narrowed eyes.

      Five years ago, his lustrous black hair fell out, a by-product of the cancer treatment. When it grew back, it came in stark white.

      None of this has made him less frightening, however. He is still the don of the Kovalyov Bratva. And he still wears that title like a crown of gold.

      With his curly hair and easy smile, Uncle Budimir is less imposing. But there’s a coldness in him that runs deep. He’s ruthless in a way that my father isn’t. The kind of man who is cruel just for sport, whereas my father is cruel only out of necessity.

      “You look like shit,” my uncle remarks with a booming laugh.

      I sigh as I slide into my seat. “Good to see you, too, Uncle.”

      “Budimir is right. And you did not wear a suit,” Stanislav observes, his lips pursed up with displeasure. Thirty years in America, but his Russian accent is still thick and well-preserved.

      “I don’t want to feel like I’m being strangled by a tie all night.”

      “It’s not about what you want,” Budimir replies coolly. His accent is slight. Only the faintest hint of the motherland still lingers. “Your father prefers you dress the part.”

      I grit my teeth. “And what part is that, Uncle?”

      “You are the heir to the Kovalyov Bratva—”

      “You are not a child anymore, Artem,” Stanislav interrupts, his tone impatient.

      Budimir shuts his mouth immediately. I’ve seen this happen so many times that it doesn’t stand out to me anymore. Stanislav is the older brother. He is the don. It’s expected that everyone else takes a back seat whenever he walks into the room.

      But I’ve started to notice little things about my uncle lately. In particular, the way his mouth turns down at the corners every time my father cuts him off or overrules him.

      Like it’s eating him up inside.

      “So nice of you to notice, Father,” I answer sarcastically, trying and failing to keep the bitterness from my tone. “Seeing as how I’m thirty as of last month.”

      Stanislav’s eyes narrow on me. “It takes more than age to be a man, my son.”

      No one else says a word for the rest of the ride. We pull up at the back entrance of The Siren, the Bratva-owned nightclub where tonight’s meeting is taking place.

      “Who will be at the meeting?” I ask, changing the subject.

      Budimir answers first. “Don Maggadino and his sons. Gallo. Brooklier. And Dragna.”

      “Dragna?” I repeat in surprise, sitting up a little straighter and turning to my father. “You actually invited him?”

      “This is a meeting for all the cartels that answer to me,” Stanislav says, glancing out the window. “Dragna answers to me. Therefore, he will be at the meeting.”

      “Yeah? Then why didn’t he tell you about the drug shipment from the Antonio cartel he was trying to import without our approval?”

      A vein across his forehead pops a little but he keeps looking out the window. “I dealt with that.”

      Budimir gestures for me to keep quiet. I ignore him. I’m short on patience this morning.

      “He was trying to cheat you out of four million dollars!” I snap. “You’re going to reward that disloyalty by including him in a meeting? At the very least, he should be excluded from the inner circle for a while. See if that improves his attitude.”

      My father sighs. “That would humiliate and offend him.”

      “That is the fucking point,” I growl.

      At last, Stanislav turns his gaze on me, but his expression is icy. “Being the don is not just about throwing your weight and watching the ants scatter to the wind, Artem. Diplomacy is needed. Intelligence is needed. Brute force is never enough to hold power.”

      I’ve heard variations of this speech before.

      Just like always, it takes everything I have not to roll my eyes.

      “So that’s it?” I persist. “You’re going to look the other way and let him walk all over you?”

      At that, my father’s eyes spark with a fiery anger I have not seen in a long time. That fire, that fury—that is what has allowed him to reign supreme in the Los Angeles underworld for so long.

      “Do you take me for a fool, boy?”

      Boy. He called me boy. It is a slap in the face—he knows it, I know it, Budimir knows it. Hell, the driver in the front seat and the hot dog guy on the street corner probably know it too.

      My anger swells up in my chest, but I bite it back and keep my mouth shut.

      His gaze is still rooted on me. “Well?” he asks. “I don’t ask questions for the sake of hearing myself speak. Answer. Do you take me for a fool?”

      I squeeze my fists at my side as tight as I can. “I take you for the don,” I grit icily.

      “Good,” he nods. “As it should be.”

      We clamber out of the Range Rover and into the side door of The Siren.

      It’s packed to the rafters already. Lights arc across the ceiling. Bodies grind together on the dancefloor. Rising above it all is the thunder of the music.

      But we don’t go out to the main dancefloor. One of the Bratva men on security detail leads us down a dark hall and up to another imposing iron door.

      On the other side is where the meeting will take place. No doubt the other Family heads are already here. Father does not tolerate tardiness.

      Just before the bodyguard opens the door for us, Father holds up a hand to signal for him to wait.

      He turns to me and rests a wrinkled old hand on my wrist.

      I frown in confusion. “What?” I ask.

      He’s got that look on his face, the one I’ve learned not to like.

      “You’re not coming in,” he says finally.

      I blink. “What?”

      Budimir lays a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “It’s okay, nephew.”

      I shrug them both off and turn back to my father. “What the fuck is going on?”

      “You’re not coming in, son,” my father repeats. “Not today. You’re not ready.”

      I’m too stunned and furious to speak. He looks into my eyes and nods once.

      Then he turns once more and walks through the steel door.

      Leaving me alone in the hallway, with rage boiling in my veins.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

  




Esme

      THE MONDRIAN HOTEL—LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA

      “Hey girrrl! The fun has arrived!”

      I force a smile as my cousin Tamara bounces into my hotel suite at the Mondrian Hotel in Los Angeles.

      Everything about Tamara screams “socialite party girl.” She’s wearing a black leather mini skirt and an oversized white linen blouse that hangs carelessly off one shoulder. It’s very Cali, very fashion-forward.

      Classic Tam-Tam.

      She pauses suddenly once she registers my glum face.

      “Seriously?” she asks, pouting a little. “Is that the welcome you give your favorite cousin?”

      “What makes you think you’re my favorite cousin?” I tease.

      She wrinkles her nose and flicks her long, straightened black hair off her shoulder. “First of all, duh. And secondly, um, yeah, this is most definitely not the welcome you give your favorite cousin. I’m gonna go back outside and we can try this a second time, kay? Kay.”

      I snort a laugh and shake my head at my ditzy cousin. Tamara is definitely a good time and I love when we get to hang out, but I’m just not in a very social mood today.

      Not after what happened just before we left Mexico.

      I’d planned on spending this whole trip cooped up in the hotel room. Still, a part of me is glad not to be alone.

      I stand and give Tamara the hug she’s been waiting for. To my surprise, even when I try to pull away, she holds on to me, prolonging the hug a little.

      “You okay, chica?” she asks as she releases me.

      I frown. It isn’t like Tamara to get all serious right off the bat.

      “I’m fine,” I reply with a shrug, even though I feel anything but fine.

      Tamara’s voice drops low. “Has he been awful lately?”

      She doesn’t have to say my father’s name for me to know who she’s talking about.

      But I hesitate anyways. “Why do you ask?”

      “Because of this.” She traces the bruise along my jaw tenderly with her fingers. Her eyes are wide with sympathy.

      “Oh.” I’d forgot all about the slap. “It’s not a big deal.”

      I can feel Tamara’s eyes on me for a moment before she opens the large, trendy leather bag she’s carrying. Her blonde highlights glint under the sunlight as she rummages through her bag.

      When she comes up for air, she’s got a makeup kit in hand.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, confused.

      “I’m gonna fix your face.”

      “My face is fine,” I argue. “You can barely see the bruise anymore.”

      “I beg to differ. Trust me, you don’t want that thing exposed when we’re hitting the clubs later.”

      I laugh bitterly. “I hate to burst your bubble, but we won’t be hitting anything tonight except for an early bedtime.”

      Tamara rolls her eyes and starts pulling out a range of different concealers and some blush.

      “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”

      “Tamara…”

      “Hush up, girl, unless you wanna get stabbed in the eye with mascara,” she says absent-mindedly.

      She forces me to sit down on the white sofa facing the window and gets to work on my face.

      I concede defeat and let her do what she wants to. It’s easier than arguing.

      My thoughts float aimlessly as I stare out at the LA skyline.

      I can imagine Papa’s voice in my ear. Sit in your cage and be quiet, little bird. Sit and smile. It doesn’t matter if you’re happy or not. Just keep smiling.

      “Earth to Esme! Where’s your head at, girl?”

      I blink and focus on Tamara. “Doesn’t matter,” I mumble. “How about we head to the spa now? I’d really love to get out of this room.”

      She doesn’t argue. We get our bags and head down to the spa with two of my new guards in tow.

      I notice Tamara checking out Ansel. He’s the taller of the two guards and he’s got a pair of tattoos on his face, which contribute to how dangerous he looks. I’m willing to bet anything that’s a large part of why she’s attracted to him.

      “I wouldn’t go there,” I mutter to her as we enter the spa, leaving my guards stationed at the entrance. “Matter of fact, I wouldn’t get involved with anyone who works for my father.”

      Tamara snorts. “What makes you think I want to get involved with him?” she asks. “I’m just interested in fucking him.”

      She says it casually, but it leaves me reeling. Maybe because it’s just such a foreign idea.

      What must it be like to do something just because you can? Just because you feel like it?

      The spa has exactly two tones, pearly greys and muted ivories. I know it’s meant to promote calm and healing, but to me, it feels lackluster, completely devoid of personality or life.

      We’re greeted by a petite blonde woman who is as pale as her surroundings.

      She leads us to a private room, which is, surprise surprise, as white and dull as the rest of the spa.

      “Please make yourselves comfortable,” she says with a smile. “I’ll be back with some refreshments for you both.”

      The moment the door is closed, I turn to Tamara, feeling the immense need to unburden myself. “He’s trying to marry me off, you know. My father.”

      Tamara’s eyes grow wide. “You’re only twenty-two!”

      “Apparently, that doesn’t matter,” I say. “Nothing I want matters. And I don’t think it ever will.”

      “You need to get out of here.”

      “Yeah.” I nod. “That’s exactly what I need to do. But I can’t see a way out of this life.”

      “No,” Tamara says, shaking her head, “I mean, out of this spa. What you need is to take control of your life, and it starts with baby steps.”

      I roll my eyes. “That’s an elaborate plan to get yourself to a club tonight.”

      Tamara puts a manicured hand on my leg. “Okay, forget about me. What do you want to do today?”

      “Does it matter?”

      Tamara squeals in delight and claps her hands together excitedly. “Then it sounds like my plan is the winner!”

      I just sigh. “Have you forgotten the two armed guards waiting outside this spa for us?”

      She rolls her eyes dismissively. “Please, girl. I’ve been sneaking out since I was thirteen years old,” she says. “Those two don’t scare me. If they happen to catch us… well, they’ll just have punish us, won’t they?” She winks flirtatiously.

      I can’t help but laugh. “You’re insane.”

      “Come on. Let’s go,” Tamara says enthusiastically. “Pretty please?”

      I realize how much I actually want to go.

      A night out with my cousin—who has never even heard of the concept of having something to worry about—sounds like the perfect antidote to all my despair.

      But then I think of Miguel.

      The image of him beaten and bloodied on that chair has haunted me for days now.

      What happened to him was my fault.

      “I don’t know,” I say nervously. “Let’s just enjoy our spa appointments, okay? We don’t have to do anything reckless right now.”

      Tamara sighs noisily but I ignore her and swap my clothes out for the soft robes that were left for us.

      I settle on the spa table and try to relax, but I realize how tense my body is. No matter how much I try to breathe, I can never get enough air into my lungs.

      This is what my life is going to be for the next several decades.

      Perfect.

      Pampered.

      And completely horrible.

      Endless spa appointments, private piano performances for Papa’s colleagues, eventually a nightmare of a wedding to some pig of a man.

      I’ll be a living, breathing doll with no voice and no freedom. Forever trapped in my colorless world, counting regrets like other people count money.

      I sit up suddenly, get off the table, and reach for my clothes.

      Tamara looks at me in alarm. “Chica, what’s going on?”

      “New plan. Let’s get out of here right this second,” I say, before I can change my mind.

      “What?”

      “Let’s go,” I say.

      A dazzling smile lights up Tamara’s face. “Now we’re fucking talking. Follow my lead.”
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Esme

      I follow Tamara back through the spa, towards the entrance. The doors are closed, but I know my guards will still be at their posts just outside.

      “How do you plan on doing this without being seen?” I ask.

      Tamara throws me a pitying look. “Oh, sweet, innocent Esme,” she murmurs. “Do you really think there’s only one way in and out of here?”

      “You’re heading for the entrance,” I point out.

      “You really don’t pay attention, do you?” Tamara asks. “There was a door to the left as we walked in. Staff quarters. There’ll be an exit through there.”

      Tam is a psycho, but she’s a fun psycho. Life always works out for people like her.

      And, true to form, it works perfectly and smoothly. The staff quarters are empty, with an exit door at the far side of the room like the pot of gold at the end of a rainbow.

      We’re about three steps away from freedom—when the door opens and one of the spa therapists comes in.

      She too is decked out in an all-beige ensemble, but she’s not the woman who greeted us when we entered. At least, I don’t think she is. Everyone who works here looks the same, though, so I can’t say for sure.

      “May I help you?” she asks politely.

      “Sorry, we got a little turned around,” Tamara says, flashing a smile. “We’ll head back into the spa now.”

      Tamara grabs my hand and pulls me towards another door off to the side.

      “Um, ma’am, that door will take you back into the hotel,” the therapist says in confusion.

      “Same difference!” Tamara chirps. She pulls me through the door before the woman can say anything.

      The moment we step out of the blinding whiteness of the spa and into the color of the hotel, we both start running. We probably don’t even need to, but it feels good.

      We rush through the massive lobby to the grand golden doors of the hotel. Then we burst outside into the perfect L.A. sunshine.

      As Tamara hails a cab, a laugh bursts from my lips. She looks at me for a moment, a smile settling over her face, but she doesn’t say anything.

      The cab drops us off outside of Tam’s building, a huge, pink building with a lattice of roses up the front. We race upstairs, still cackling like maniacs, and into her chic two-bedroom apartment.

      The moment Tamara closes the door behind us, I breathe a sigh of relief and throw my bag down on the glass coffee table.

      “I can’t believe it,” I laugh. “We did it!”

      “Well, I did it,” Tamara reminds me with a friendly nudge in the ribs. “You just tagged along.”

      “Fair enough,” I smile. “You can have all the credit.”

      She grins. “Aren’t you glad you decided to listen to me?”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Don’t get a big head about it.”

      But we both know I’m lying. I would’ve never done something this reckless on my own. And truth be told, I’m not stupid enough to think I’ve gotten away with anything just yet.

      No doubt there’ll be hell to pay if my father finds out.

      But that’s a problem for future Esme. If there are any consequences, I’ll deal with them later.

      My life is closing in on me even faster than I’ve always feared. I want to live a little—while I still can.

      “Come on. Let me doll you up. You can borrow something from my wardrobe for tonight,” Tamara says, leading me into her bedroom.

      I raise my eyebrows as I walk in. Tamara’s room is complete and utter chaos. Clothes piled everywhere, makeup littering the top of her vanity, half-eaten snacks lying on the bedside table.

      “Oh, don’t look at me like that. The maid’s coming tomorrow,” she sasses as she flings open her wardrobe and starts riffling through it.

      I stand in the doorway, scared to go any further for fear of triggering a hidden landmine or something, as she throws clothing items over her shoulder without looking.

      “Ah ha!” She re-emerges, holding something up triumphantly. “Here. This little number will suit you perfectly.”

      I stare in disbelief at the dress she’s picked out for me. “You cannot possibly be serious.”

      Tamara frowns. “What? Too much?”

      I laugh. The dress is made of what looks like sheer chainmail. The neckline seems explicitly designed to reveal my boobs to the world and a thigh slit that rises up to show everything else.

      “It would have to be invisible to be any more revealing,” I drawl.

      Tamara laughs. “Don’t be a drama queen.”

      “Can you even wear underwear with it?” I ask. I’m genuinely curious.

      “The point is to show off your underwear,” Tamara tells me with a wink.

      I shake my head. “Pass. I think I’ll choose something myself for tonight.”

      Tamara sighs dramatically, but she moves over to make room for me.

      We spend the next couple of hours playing dress up and laughing. At some point, Tamara pours us each a huge glass of red wine—full enough that mine sloshes over the rim a bit when she hands it to me—and we start drinking.

      In the end, the dress I choose is a simple, black mini, but the cut is really sexy. It has thin straps and a bustier that emphasizes my cleavage while still keeping the look classy. The hemline is short, ending just a couple of inches below my butt, but the structure is figure-hugging and flattering, highlighting my curves and making me look sophisticated and a little more mature.

      I slip on a pair of strappy silver stilettos and let Tammy go to work on me with some lipstick, eyeliner, and rouge.

      “Nothing too dramatic,” she reassures me. “Just enough to make your natural features pop a little more.”

      So she says. I’m not in an arguing mood. I’m mostly happy to sip on my wine and let Tam take control of the night. She knows better than I do how to live it up.

      We go back and forth about what to do with my hair. Ultimately, I just pull it free from its messy top knot and leave it hanging down my shoulders.

      Tam laughs. “Like a fierce lioness! Rawr!”

      But then she smiles and gives me a mushy kiss on the cheek and I know that it’s a good look for me.

      I stare at myself in the mirror, almost in disbelief. Papa never allowed me to dress too sexy. Claimed it would make me look like a “whore.”

      But as I cast a critical eye over my look, I feel strong and confident.

      Fuck what Papa thinks.

      “Damn, girl!” Tamara exclaims as she turns me around to take one final look. “You look hot as hell.”

      I smile. “Thanks. So do you.”

      She really does. She’s wearing a red halter with a low neckline and a black leather skirt that’s even shorter than mine.

      “Please,” Tamara snorts dismissively, “no one’s gonna be looking at me with you in the room.”

      The sun set at some point while we were drinking and laughing. The L.A. day has turned into a warm and bustling L.A. night.

      I’m feeling really good as we head to one of Tamara’s favorite haunts in the city: an upscale club called The Siren.

      As we pay for our ride and hop out of the taxi, I can see how popular it is by the huge line extending out of its doors.

      “Oh, jeez. How are we gonna get in?” I ask nervously.

      “Um, have you seen yourself?” she chuckles. “Have you seen me? It’s no problema. Come on, baby cousin, let me show you how it’s done.”

      Tamara ignores the line of people completely as she heads for the bouncer at the entrance to the club.

      Some of the women queued up there shoot us angry glances.

      The men, on the other hand, yell compliments that oscillate between flattering and creepy.

      I ignore them all and follow Tamara. I expect her to take the lead, but the moment we get to the bouncer, Tamara grabs my hand and pushes me forward in front of her.

      The bouncer, a tall, handsome guy in a black leather jacket, takes one slow look up and down at each of us, then flashes a dazzling smile.

      I shiver. Is everyone in Los Angeles this good looking?

      “You girls have fun in there.” He unhooks the velvet rope and ushers us in through the VIP entrance.

      I laugh as we tumble inside, feeling a strange sense of euphoria settle over me.

      Tomorrow, I have to go back to my claustrophobic, Papa-controlled world.

      But for tonight, I’m in control of the next few hours.

      I’m going to make them count.

      Tamara is still holding my hand as we emerge from the darkened VIP hallway into the main area of the club.

      It’s a booming, overwhelming maze of sweaty bodies and bright lights. The music is so loud I can’t hear myself think. I’m sweating already, too.

      Tamara screams something in my ear, but I can’t make out what she said.

      “What?” I scream back.

      “I said, let’s get someone to buy us shots!”

      I give her a thumbs up and a hesitant smile. I’m just overwhelmed, that’s all.

      But if I stop to try and gather my thoughts, the image of Miguel beaten and slumped over in that tiny room flashes in front of my eyes.

      I shudder.

      Can’t be doing that. Look at Tammy—she’s dancing already, having fun, arms in the air and not a care in the world.

      I try to smile and mimic her.

      But I can’t help feeling like I’m being watched.

      I tap Tam on the shoulder. “Does it feel like someone’s staring at us?” I yell.

      She makes me repeat it a few times, but eventually she gets it.

      When she does, she laughs out loud. “Of course we’re being watched!” she yells back. “We’re the hottest girls in the club!”

      I feign another smile and try to breathe. Follow Tamara’s lead.

      But I still can’t shake that feeling of being watched.

      And when I turn around, I realize why.

      Someone’s staring right at me from a small, innocuous doorway along one wall. He’s got dark hair raked back carelessly from his forehead. Tattoos trace over his brawny forearms, and more peek out from beneath the open collar of his henley shirt.

      But it’s his eyes that draw my attention the most.

      Even in this chaotic club, they stand out.

      They’re darker than anything else.

      Angrier. More intense.

      And they’re locked dead on me.
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