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        I SWORE I’D BE THERE TO CATCH HER. I NEVER SAID ANYTHING ABOUT LETTING HER GO.

      

      

      Thirteen years ago, I killed a man to protect her.

      She repaid me by ruining my life.

      

      I’m a different man now.

      Darker. Deadlier.

      And as the heir to the throne of the O’Sullivan mafia…

      I’m coming back to reclaim what’s mine.

      

      Not just my kingdom.

      Not just my crown.

      

      But her, too.

      

      So if Saoirse is hoping for a sweet reunion, she’d better think again.

      I didn’t beat death and exile just to kiss and make up.

      I came to show her what happens when you defy the don.

      

      JADED SOUL is a standalone second chance mafia romance. It follows Cillian O’Sullivan, the exiled black sheep of Ireland’s O’Sullivan crime family, as he returns home for the first time in thirteen years, and the girl he was forced to leave behind—Saoirse Connelly. This book can absolutely be read as a standalone, but you may want to begin with Book 1 in the Kovalyov Bratva series, GILDED CAGE.
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            Cillian

          

          TWELVE YEARS AGO—A DARK STREET ON THE OUTSKIRTS OF DUBLIN, IRELAND

        

      

    

    
      “Tá ocras fooking orm.”

      Translation: I’m fucking starving.

      Sean gives me a sidelong glare. His thick blond eyebrows knit together in a grimace.

      Another person might have been intimidated. But I’ve spent eighteen years seeing my brother scowl like that.

      I’m pretty sure it’s his love language.

      I shoot him a wink. “What? I am. It’s been almost three hours since dinner.”

      “This is serious,” Sean reminds me.

      I roll my eyes. “If it were serious, we’d have backup.” I make a big show of looking around the empty, shadow-strewn street. “Where’s Rory? Where’s Rhys? Where’s Collin?”

      “We don’t need anyone else,” Sean replies brusquely. “You and I can handle this.”

      “Yeah, we can handle this,” I agree, “because it’s a fucking rookie errand. Da probably wanted us out of the way for something or the other.”

      “Da doesn’t want us out of the way,” Sean retorts.

      He doesn’t offer up evidence to the contrary.

      He just says so. Like I’m supposed to believe him.

      There was a time I would have, too. Back when I worshipped the ground Sean walked on.

      I’m not a little tyke anymore. I don’t worship fucking anybody.

      But I do still love the grumpy ol’ bastard.

      That is, when he’s not holed up in his room or out of the house, trying to avoid the inevitability of his birthright as the oldest son of the O’Sullivan mafia don.

      “So then why send the crown prince to handle menial O’Sullivan business?” I counter. “Your Highness always manages to get out of the hands-on activities.”

      Sean spares barely a glance in my direction. “It’s not menial.”

      I send a knowing smirk his way. “You’re being sent in to collect gambling debts from an old drunk, comrádaí,” I point out. “If that isn’t menial, I don’t know what is.”

      Sean gives me a long-suffering sigh. “Are you gonna talk the whole way there?”

      “I was planning on it, yeah.”

      “Jesus.”

      “Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain,” I say in a high-pitched warble, imitating our aging Aunt Clodagh.

      Usually, Sean would laugh.

      Tonight, his glower just intensifies.

      “He wants me to start taking the reins more,” he murmurs, almost to himself more than to me. “He wants me to take my responsibilities seriously. And that means I have to start from the bottom.”

      “Ooh, he’s grooming you.”

      I’m cracking myself up. Sean is just glaring at me, though.

      Everyone who knows my brother thinks he has no sense of humor.

      But that’s only because he has no fucking sense of humor.

      “He’s been grooming me my entire goddamn life,” he grumbles.

      “Cheer up,” I tell him, giving him a soft punch in the shoulder. “The job comes with perks. Perks that you’re clearly not taking advantage of.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means we could have driven to this little shithole, for starters,” I suggest. “In the Ferrari or the Mustang. Why the fuck are we walking?”

      “I like walking,” Sean replies simply.

      Jesus.

      I love my brother, of course. But he never relaxes. Never just enjoys shit. It’s always doom and gloom and responsibility.

      Big fuckin’ bore, sometimes.

      “What’s there to see?” I ask, looking around. “This place is a dump.”

      I’m dead-on about that much, at least.

      There’s cracked pavement under my feet and neglected houses dotting this forgotten little cul-de-sac at the very outskirts of the city. Overgrown weeds choking out the sidewalk. Trash bins full to bursting or tipped over and spilling garbage everywhere.

      “What do you expect?” Sean asks. “Padraig Connelly’s a bum and a drunk.”

      “Ah, so that’s it then. I was wondering why we were making this little run in the middle of the fucking night. When we should be sleeping. Or drinking. Or at least having a goddamn snack.”

      “Can you stop thinking about food for two fucking seconds?”

      “Hey, you promised me a road trip,” I say accusingly. “Snacks are part of the deal there.”

      I have to try really hard to hide my smile. I can already sense that I’m pushing Sean to his breaking point.

      Of course, Sean’s breaking point just means he shuts down and stops talking.

      And where’s the fun in that?

      “I promised you no such thing.” He sounds affronted by the very idea.

      I turn my laugh into a last-minute cough. “I distinctly remember. You barged into my room and said, ‘Oi, bro, you up for a fun road trip?’ To which I replied, ‘Dinner first.’”

      “I have never once referred to you as ‘bro’ in my entire fucking life.”

      This time, I can’t stop the laugh that escapes through my teeth. “For fuck’s sake, do I gotta beg?”

      He ignores that. “I believe what I said when I walked into your room this evening was, ‘Get dressed and come with me; we’ve got a job to do.’”

      “Po-tay-to, po-tah-to,” I tell him with a wide grin. “Which brings me back to my original point: you should have brought snacks.”

      “You scarfed down a full Irish,” Sean reminds me.

      “Fiona screwed me out of the black pudding. You got a bigger serving than I did.”

      I duck just before Sean’s fist makes contact with my arm. He’s always thrown a mean punch, but I’ve always been faster.

      I waggle my eyebrows at him in a taunt. “Better luck next time, bro.”

      He grumbles something that sounds a lot like “…motherfucker.”

      Then he clears his throat.

      “Did you bring your Glock?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I reply with a nod. “Even though I can’t imagine why we’d need fucking guns to deal with a middle-aged alkie.”

      “Preparation, Cillian. We always come prepared to do our jobs.”

      Something about his tone draws my attention to his face.

      Underneath those intensely bushy eyebrows are dark brown eyes that set him apart from the rest of the family.

      The rest of us have light eyes in varying shades of blue. When we were kids, Ma liked to say that it was because Sean was special. He was different from the rest of us.

      And I tend to agree with that now. Sean probably would, too.

      The “different” part, that is.

      Not the special part. He’s the last person to ever claim to be special.

      “I’m always prepared,” I brag, flexing my muscles. “These are all the guns I’m ever gonna need.”

      “You joke too much, Cil,” Sean says with a sigh.

      “And you don’t joke enough, Sean,” I quip back. “Life doesn’t always have to be a fucking drag.”

      “Life is not always fun and games.”

      “But it can be. If you know how to play,” I say. “I assume that’s the reason you asked me to come with you today.”

      Sean frowns. “Eh?”

      “You knew this wouldn’t be any fun without me.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I asked you to come with me because when I become don, you will be my second.”

      The weight of all his responsibility is there in his words. Makes me fucking shiver, to be honest.

      But I’ve never had to carry that kind of burden. Nor have I wanted to.

      That’s the benefit of being the second son.

      “Yeah, sure, I’ll be your second. I’ll go to the parties you’d rather avoid. Fuck the women whose husbands you’d like to offend.”

      Sean sighs. Then he stops short and grabs my shoulder, forcing me to a halt. He looks at me with a troubled expression, one that betrays more than he’s willing to concede.

      “You’ve been protected so far,” he says in a measured voice. “But you’re eighteen now. You don’t have the luxury of doing whatever the hell you want anymore.”

      I square my shoulders. “I’ll step up when I need to. I’m no coward.”

      “You need to step up now,” Sean insists. “Right fucking now. You may not consider this a serious task, but our don gave us a command and we need to see it through. He’s counting on us.”

      I gulp back the quip on the tip of my tongue.

      I’ve seen that look in Sean’s eyes before. That dark, brooding look that’s telling me that now’s not the time for jokes.

      “I know,” I say quietly.

      “Do you?” Sean asks. “Because if not, you should leave now.”

      “Leave?”

      “Leave,” Sean underscores with a firm nod. “Go back home and have Fiona make you more black pudding. If you can’t do the job right, Cillian, then don’t do it at all.”

      I’m staring at my brother’s dark eyes.

      But for a moment—just one brief moment—I feel like I’m staring at my father.

      Da has the same quiet intensity. The same dangerous tenacity. He has the kind of gaze that breaks men before he even has to lift a finger.

      “I…”

      “What?” Sean asks when I fall silent without finishing my thought.

      “Nothing,” I mutter, turning back towards the open pavement and breaking his hold on me. “You just reminded me of Da there for a second.”

      “Jesus,” Sean mutters. “You coulda just said, ‘Fuck you.’”

      It takes me a second to realize he’s making what passes for a joke.

      For Sean, it was actually a pretty funny one, too.

      I smile.

      But I clasp him on the shoulder at the same time. No matter how much he fights it, my older brother does look like Da. And he’s in line to become Da, when the time is right.

      I just worry some days that all that pressure is cracking his soul in two.

      We both let our hands slide away simultaneously. Turning, we continue our walk towards the darkened cul-de-sac.

      “Whatever happened to Orla, by the way?” I ask.

      Sean does a double take. “Did you just ask about Orla?” he demands incredulously.

      “Yeah, so?”

      He glances at me with complete bewilderment. “Orla and I ended things years ago,” he reminds me.

      “I know. I’m just saying. Everyone thought you were gonna marry her.”

      Sean makes a sound that could be a huff. It could also just be a grunt. And it could mean fucking anything.

      “She was that dark-haired girl with the curves—”

      “I remember,” he snaps at me.

      I hold up my hands. “Mea culpa. Didn’t sound like you did.”

      “I was planning on proposing,” Sean admits suddenly.

      I raise my eyebrows. “Fuck… really?”

      “Yeah.” There’s a moment of silence before he finally bites the bullet and tells me what he’s reluctant to say. “Actually, I did propose.”

      “Fuck,” I breathe. “What did she say?”

      The moment the words are out of my mouth, I feel like an idiot.

      If she’d said yes, I wouldn’t just now be hearing about it.

      Sean gives me a look that’s the closest he’s come to a smile since we left the O’Sullivan Manor.

      Then, in the thickest Irish accent he can muster, he drawls, “Yer a fookin’ numbskull sometimes, Cil.”

      We both snort with laughter.

      “Sorry,” I say when the laughing dries up. “But, uh… did she give you a reason?”

      Sean shrugs. “She didn’t want the life. She didn’t want to be a don’s wife one day.”

      “Did she know that she’d get designer clothes and a fancy mansion?”

      That earns me a glare. All well and good—except that I’m completely serious.

      “She wasn’t the type of woman who cared about that shit,” he tells me. “It’s one of the reasons I wanted to marry her. But at the end of the day, she just didn’t love me enough.”

      It’s the most honest admission I’ve ever heard from my brother.

      Or, for that matter, from any man in my world.

      They’d have all considered it weak to admit something so vulnerable. And vulnerability is one of the seven deadly sins, as far our family is concerned.

      But I recognize the courage in my brother’s words.

      I can see his strength shining through.

      And I can see how much it still tears him up that Orla left him.

      “I’m sure that’s not the reason, Sean,” I tell him with utmost seriousness. “She probably did love you.” I pause, then add, “It was just that wee fuckin’ cock of yours that couldn’t get the job done.”

      Sean frowns as my joke registers amidst the somberness of the subject matter.

      Then he croaks with laughter, a low guttural sound that comes out in a burst and dies almost immediately.

      “You little fucker!”

      I laugh and duck out of reach of his approaching fist. “Hey, the truth hurts.”

      “I’ll tell you what hurts…”

      The words fade away before he finishes.

      As does the glimmer Sean’s eyes. He’s focusing on something past me.

      I turn slowly, following his line of sight. He seems to be staring at a tiny house nestled into a forgotten crook in the neck of the cul-de-sac. Roof crumbling one shingle at a time, window shutters clinging to one rusty screw for dear life.

      It looks depressing as fuck.

      “This is it then?” I ask.

      “This is it,” Sean confirms. “Come on. There’s no reason this should be hard.”

      I let Sean take the lead as he walks to the front door and rings the doorbell. We have to wait almost a minute before I hear heavy, dragging footsteps approaching the door.

      “Jesus,” I mutter, “is he a drunk or a cripple?”

      Sean shoots me a glare.

      He’s back in don mode. I know better than to fuck with him on the job.

      He takes this shit seriously.

      The door creaks open to reveal a stout man with a huge beer belly and blotchy skin. He’s got pale, wispy hair that might’ve been blond in a former life and a desolate, half-grown beard.

      His bloodshot eyes dance between Sean and me with complete bewilderment.

      “Who the fook are you?”

      “Are you Padraig Connelly?” Sean asks.

      His eyes narrow instantly. “Who’s asking?”

      Sean doesn’t seem interested in trading questions any further. He elbows his way into the house, shoving Padraig back in the process. The door bangs into Padraig’s face as I follow my brother inside and shut the door.

      Much to my surprise, the house is reasonably well-kept. The furniture is clearly old, but everything’s clean. Everything’s organized.

      Well, except for the mountain of beer bottles littering the carpet in front of the couch.

      “Who the fookin’ hell are you?” Padraig groans, holding his bleeding nose.

      “Sean O’Sullivan. Does that name ring any bells?”

      Padraig’s glaze over in confusion for a moment. “Uh…”

      “Jesus fucking Christ,” Sean snaps through gritted teeth. “You really are a pathetic drunk.”

      If the beer bottles on the floor weren’t proof enough, the man also reeks of alcohol.

      “O’Sullivan,” Sean says again, enunciating clearly. “I’m gonna give you one last fucking chance to get your shit together.”

      He steps forward threateningly. Padraig pales.

      Sean’s not exactly a tall man. Not compared with me, anyway. But he’s built like a linebacker and he’s got muscles to spare.

      “O… O’Sullivan,” Padraig nods quickly, realization dawning fast. “I… you’re here for the money.”

      “I’m here for the money,” Sean agrees. “Two thousand euros. In cash. Right fucking now.”

      I can see the wheels in Padraig’s head turning fast.

      One thing’s clear: he doesn’t have shit to give us.

      Sean sees that, too. He curses furiously under his breath.

      He grabs an ugly ceramic vase off the thin table standing beside us and smashes it hard against the wall to create a sharp pattern of jagged edges.

      He backs Padraig into the same wall and pushes the broken half of the vase up to his neck.

      “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” he snarls into the man’s trembling jowls.

      I stand back stoically and watch my brother work.

      For a man who claims to have accepted this life under duress, he’s extremely fucking good at it.

      Padraig has turned an unflattering shade of pink. Spittle flies from the man’s mouth as he tries to form an excuse.

      “Mr. O… O’Sullivan… I don’t have… but I will, I will... please. Give me more… more time…”

      I’m guessing Sean has about a minute before his shoes are covered in fear-induced piss.

      “Pa?”

      I freeze.

      So does Sean.

      I didn’t say that. Neither did he.

      Which means…

      The voice floats down again. “Pa, is someone here?”

      A girl’s voice. From up the staircase.

      We thought the house would be empty. Sean had mentioned on the way over that Padraig was once married, but that his wife died a long time ago. Cancer or some shit like that.

      Sean steps back, concealing the broken vase in his hand.

      I know my brother. He’s not sadistic. He doesn’t like unnecessary violence.

      He especially doesn’t like involving the people he considers innocent in the ugliness of our business.

      People like her.

      She appears at the top of the short staircase.

      I see the white t-shirt and the old worn in jeans with holes and rips around the knees. The kind of holes and rips that have been created through wear and tear rather than an intentional fashion choice.

      Then my eyes scale upwards to her face.

      She’s got the reddest hair I’ve ever seen.

      Not ginger. Not strawberry blond. Not auburn.

      But pure, bloody red, like the last gasp of the sunset before it vanishes beneath the horizon.

      It snakes around her shoulders in a mess of wild curls. Gives her the kind of Old World beauty that you don’t see often.

      And the bluest eyes. A deep, velvety, aquamarine blue.

      I was born in Ireland.

      Raised in Ireland.

      I thought I’d seen Ireland through and through. Thought I knew every single nook and cranny.

      But this girl… she is the country come to life. The land itself, if it could live and breathe and speak.

      “Who are you?” she demands of us. The aquamarine in her eyes turns dark and stormy.

      Sean is about to speak, but for some reason, I can’t let his be the first voice she hears.

      “We’re just here to have a conversation with your father,” I cut in, stepping forward.

      She frowns in suspicion and walks down the steps slowly.

      “It doesn’t look like either one of you came here to talk.”

      I cross my heart with my fingers. “Scout’s honor. This is a friendly visit.”

      “Then why is my nan’s favorite vase broken?” she asks without even glancing at the broken shards on the floor next to Sean.

      I offer a slow shrug. “My brother is clumsy.”

      She gets to the bottom step and turns her attention to Sean.

      “My grandmother made that vase herself,” she says. “It was a family heirloom.”

      “Saoirse!” Padraig bleats in a warning tone.

      Saoirse.

      The name suits her. It’s feminine. Powerful.

      She ignores Padraig completely.

      “I’ll ask again: what are you doing in our home?”

      “Your father owes us money,” Sean explains. I guess he’s given up our thin excuses. “Two thousand euros, to be exact.”

      She doesn’t so much as blink. But she doesn’t look at her father, either. She doesn’t seem all that surprised.

      “Well, then we’re even,” she says without skipping a beat.

      “Excuse me?” Sean asks.

      “The vase,” she explains with a point. “It was worth much more than two thousand euros. We’re even.”

      I burst out laughing.

      When I do, I get exactly what I’m after: her eyes on me.

      “Is something funny?” she asks calmly.

      You’d think she was used to being confronted with two strange men in her home every day.

      “What’s funny is the notion of that thing being worth a damn cent, let alone two thousand euros,” I tell her. “It’s ugly as hell.”

      “It’s a family heirloom,” she snaps.

      I smirk back at her. “Bullshit.” I extend my hand out to Sean. “Can I see that vase for a moment?”

      He hands it to me after only a moment of hesitation. He’s wondering where I’m going with this, but he doesn’t want to question me in front of our target.

      The top of the vase is completely gone, but the bottom is relatively intact.

      I flip it over and take a look at the bottom.

      “Well, would ya look at that?” I drawl, glancing towards Saoirse. “I don’t know many other family heirlooms that come from Penney’s.”

      I can see the fuck in her eyes.

      And my grin only grows wider.

      She opens her mouth to fire a retort back at me, but Sean cuts her off.

      “Cillian, why don’t you take Saoirse outside for a moment? I need to discuss a few things with her father.”

      “Like hell you will!” she rages instantly. “I’m not going anywhere. And certainly not with him.”

      I chuckle. “What’s the matter, sweetheart?” I ask. “Scared you’ve met your match?”

      “Cillian. Move.” Sean’s using his no-nonsense tone, so I know he means business.

      In this case, I’m more than happy to jump into action.

      I stride forward towards Saoirse.

      About two seconds before I grab her, she realizes what I’m about to do.

      “No… don’t you dare—”

      But I do dare.

      I very much do.

      I scoop her up and hoist her over my shoulder in one smooth move. She screams, her fists beating hard against the small of my back.

      She’s definitely got fire in her.

      But I’m more than up to the challenge.

      The only slight distraction is the hardening cock in my pants. Chalk it up to occupational hazard.

      “Put me down, asshole!” she screams.

      I carry her out back, kicking the door open ahead of us and emerging back out into the night.

      “I said, Put me down!” she repeats.

      “Have your wish, princess,” I say—and dump her unceremoniously into one of the neglected flower beds.

      She lands in the soil with a thump and a half-realized scream in her throat.

      I match her furious glare with a carefree grin.

      I’d been kinda annoyed when Sean had barged into my room and asked me to join him on his little forced errand today.

      But now I see it for what it is: a blessing in disguise.

      “You fucking bastard,” she snarls at me. Eyes wild. Hair wilder.

      An angel on fire.

      It’s almost enough to make a praying man out of me.
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            Saoirse

          

        

      

    

    
      I stare up at the cocky son of a bitch, trying to hide the humiliation of finding myself on my ass in front of him.

      Bastard had gone and landed me right in one of the flower beds, too.

      Of course, he’d chosen the only one with actual flowering plants. So much for two months of hard work.

      It doesn’t help that he’s so completely in control, either. He just stands in front of me and grins with all the cockiness of a man twice his age.

      There’s no stubble on his jawline. None at all.

      His face is chiseled, his jawline defined, but there’s no mistaking the fullness of youth that clings to his features.

      His eyes are blue, but they’re different from mine. Bright and piercing. Clear. Mischievous.

      He runs his fingers through his sunshine blond hair, pushing back the few loose curls that are falling against his forehead.

      My own curls form an unruly halo around my face.

      Made all the more chaotic by this asshole’s rough handling.

      Weirdly, my body is hot in all the places his skin had made contact with. That’s not normal… is it?

      “You got a phone on you?” he asks, as though we’re right in the middle of a conversation.

      “Come again?”

      “A phone,” he repeats, enunciating like I’m stupid. “Do you have one on you?”

      I can see the devilish twinkle in his eye, but like a fool, I choose to answer seriously.

      “Not right now. Why?”

      He shrugs. “This would make a great profile picture,” he tells me. “You could caption it ‘getting into some gardening.’ Get it?”

      Is this guy for real?

      When it comes to shaking up drunks for money, I’d expected a considerably more intimidating pair.

      The guy inside looked the part, certainly.

      This one? Not so much.

      There’s definitely an intensity to the older one that’s missing in this grinning asshole.

      But I’m not getting creepy vibes off either one. And usually, my danger radar is pretty damn good.

      It’s had to be.

      I’ve spent eighteen years as Padraig Connelly’s daughter.

      I get to my feet with as much dignity as I can muster. “Are you a debt collector or a comedian?” I demand when we’re at eye level again.

      “A little bit of both, perhaps.”

      I make for the house, but predictably, he blocks my path and forces me to a stand-still.

      “Going somewhere?”

      “I need to use the bathroom.”

      He smirks. “There’s a perfectly good flower bed over there,” he tells me. “Go ahead. I won’t look.”

      “Are you being serious right now?”

      He chuckles. “People always ask me that,” he muses. “I’m starting to think it’s me.”

      “Just let me pass.”

      “No can do,” he says, crossing his hands over his chest.

      I can’t help noticing the way his biceps curl, displaying corded muscle and veins rippling just under his skin.

      This guy takes the term “boyish charm” to a whole new level.

      Not that I’m charmed by him.

      At all.

      “Irritated” is the more appropriate word.

      “I have to make sure my father is alright,” I say through gritted teeth.

      “Your father’s fine.”

      “And I’m supposed to just take your word for it?”

      “You should,” he says. “I don’t lie.”

      I frown. “That right there is a lie.”

      “Geez,” he says, practically whistling out the word. “Someone has trust issues.”

      “My father needs me.”

      “What your father needs is a good AA sponsor. Not that I’m judging or anything. Just some friendly advice.”

      “I don’t need your advice,” I snap at him. “Let me through—”

      I try to shove past him, but those lean arms push me back. I stumble and almost lose my footing, but he catches me in the nick of time.

      One arm wraps around my waist as he hauls me forward.

      “Watch yourself, lass.”

      “Are you kidding? You’re the one who just pushed me!”

      He rolls his eyes as though I’m being dramatic. “I barely touched you,” he says with that one arm still wrapped around me waist. “But maybe you’re right. Sometimes I don’t know my own strength.”

      Scowling with frustration, I push him away from me and move out of his arms.

      I can feel my panic creep up slowly as I glance at the kitchen windows. I can’t see or hear anything that’s happening inside.

      And maybe that’s a good thing.

      But I am scared for Pa.

      I’ve worried about him since I was nine years old. Since I realized that he was one of those broken adults who needed taking care of.

      Once Mama passed, there was no one else to do it but me.

      That’s how I became his caretaker. A thankless job, but hey, someone’s gotta do it. My mother wasn’t up to the challenge, seeing as how she died a long time ago.

      I decide to try a different tack with the blond jackass.

      “Please,” I say, trying my hardest to ignore his devil-may-care smile. “I have to make sure my father is okay.”

      “He’s fine. Sean’s not gonna hurt him. He just wants to sort out some details with your pa.”

      “He owes you money?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      “Two thousand euros?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then if you came to collect, you didn’t just come to talk.”

      He shrugs. “There won’t be a problem if he has our money.”

      “And if he doesn’t?” I press.

      He raises his eyebrows, but the grin never leaves his face. “Are you saying he doesn’t?”

      “I… I’m asking a fucking question.”

      He hesitates for a moment. “My brother will handle it.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He sighs. “You need to calm down. If you’re worried that your father’s life is in danger, don’t be. We’re not planning on killing him today.”

      “Today?” I croak, my voice going up a couple of octaves.

      He seems unfazed by my reaction. “Your father has quite the reputation, you know,” he mentions offhand. As though that’s news to me.

      I bark out a bitter laugh. “You think I don’t know my father? You think I’m blind to his faults? That I don’t know just how much shit he’s in?”

      I probably should shut my mouth, but something about his slightly curious gaze agitates me.

      And I keep talking.

      “My father’s a drunk, a gambler, and an idiot,” I say, the words spilling out of me like vomit. “He’s been in debt since I was a kid and he’s gambled away every penny we’ve ever earned.”

      I take in a deep breath. Cillian says nothing.

      “I know exactly who he is and exactly what he’s done,” I continue. “But he’s still my father. He’s my family. And at the end of the day, that still means something to me.”

      When I finish my little speech, I realize I’m wheezing heavily.

      I’m dangerously close to tears, too.

      And that is just not an option.

      I will not cry.

      Especially not in front of him.

      His smile has faltered a little. But not because I’ve gotten through to him.

      No, it’s more like I’ve given him something to think about.

      And I’m fairly sure that, whatever it is, it’s not gonna work in my favor.

      “I can respect that,” he says at last.

      “I, uh… What?”

      The smile pops back onto his face. His blue eyes dance slightly under the moonlight.

      “I can respect that you want to look out for your father,” he explains. “Even if he doesn’t deserve it. But I’m under strict orders not to let you in that house until my brother is done talking to your father.”

      I open my mouth but he silences me with a raised hand.

      My jaw snaps shut submissively. That by itself is alarming.

      Since when do I listen when a man—especially a cocky-as-hell, arrogant prick like this guy—tells me to do something?

      “So…” he continues, “if I’m gonna break the rules and let you in there, you’re gonna have to earn it.”

      Shit.

      There’s definitely a catch here.

      “Earn it?” I repeat suspiciously. “How am I supposed to do that?”

      His grin gets wider.

      “How about a little game?” he suggests. “I ask you questions and you answer me. Honestly. For every honest answer you give me, you can take a step towards the house. For every lie you tell me, you have to take a step back.”

      I stare at him in shock.

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      He gives me a look of mock hurt. “You wound me. I think it’s a fine idea.”

      “How would you even know the difference?” I ask.

      “Oh, I’d know,” he says, with overbearing cockiness. “One, I’m great at sniffing out lies. And two, you’re terrible at telling them.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Am not.”

      He smiles. “Was that vase really a family heirloom or just a tacky trinket from Penney’s?”

      Fuck.

      “Family heirloom,” I say immediately, infusing as much confidence into my tone as possible.

      “Take a step back, lass.”

      “It’s true!”

      “This game isn’t gonna be any fun if you insist on lying through it,” he tells me with exaggerate patience. “Also, participating is the only way you’re gonna get in that house. Play or not, it’s up to you. But them’s the rules.”

      Right on cue, we hear something crash from inside, and I gasp.

      “Pa!” I scream.

      There’s another crash. Smaller this time.

      And then a very distinct grunt. The grunt of someone in pain.

      “I have to get in there,” I beg. “Please.”

      “Like I said,” he replies with a completely unflappable expression, “you have the power to get in there.”

      I stare at him, trying to determine just how serious he is.

      From the looks of it—really fucking serious.

      “Fine!” I practically yell, throwing up my arms in defeat. “Fine. Let’s play your stupid, twisted, sadistic game, you brute.”

      “Flattery’s not gonna work on me, sweetheart,” he says, throwing me a wink.

      “Don’t wink at me. And don’t call me sweetheart.”

      “Jesus,” he mutters to himself, “no one has a sense of humor anymore.”

      “Are we playing or not?”

      “Okay, first question,” he says. “How old are you?”

      “Eighteen,” I reply immediately.

      He gives me a nod of encouragement. “You can take a step forward.”

      I take the biggest step I can manage and he rolls his eyes and pulls me back a little.

      “Come on now,” he chides. “Don’t cheat.”

      I shake off his hand. “How old are you?” I demand in return.

      “This game isn’t really about me,” he points out. “There’s nothing I want that you can give me.”

      From the way he keeps looking at my body, I’m inclined to disagree.

      But there’s no way I’m going there right now.

      “Typical,” I snap.

      He chuckles. “Okay, okay. If it means that much to you, I’m eighteen as well.”

      I keep my expression disinterested, but I’m actually surprised by his admission.

      Not just by the fact that he’s decided to answer me. But by the answer itself.

      Eighteen?

      He’s exactly my age, give or take a few months. I’d been right in assuming he was young.

      I just never imagined he’d be that young.

      He had the kind of confidence most of the boys I know would kill for.

      “Does that surprise you?” he asks.

      I try to keep my thoughts off my face as I reply. “Not really. Given your cheeks are as smooth as a baby’s arse, I figured you were just a kid. You definitely look like one.”

      I’m trying my hardest to insult him.

      Not very successful.

      He bats his eyelashes like a Hollywood starlet. “That’s the nicest compliment anyone’s ever given me. I hope you say that about me when we’re in our fifties.”

      Problem is, he refuses to be insulted.

      It’s fucking rude.

      “We’re not gonna know each other when we’re in our fifties,” I tell him. “Matter of fact, we’re not going to know each other fifteen minutes from now.”

      He shrugs. “We’ll see.”

      What the fuck is that supposed to mean?

      Before I can ask, he fires off with the next question.

      “Next: on a scale of one to ten, how attractive do you find me?”

      I snort. “What’s less than zero?”

      “Take a step back.”

      “You can be damn sure I’m not lying about that one, gléas.”

      He takes two steps forward until we’re practically nose to nose. He’s so tall that I have to crane my neck back to meet his gaze.

      “Your pupils are dilated,” he whispers to me smugly.

      I grit my teeth together, aware of how hard my heart is beating.

      Although that is considerably less alarming that the strange new beating I can feel between my thighs.

      “So are yours,” I throw back at him.

      If I expect to win the upper hand by throwing his own arousal back in his face, I’m sorely disappointed.

      He owns up to it immediately.

      “That’s because I find you very attractive,” he replies without the slightest trace of embarrassment. “A stone cold ten. If I were rating you on a personality scale, it’d be a very different number. Lucky for you, that comes later.”

      “I… I…”

      How the fuck am I supposed to react to that?

      He smiles down at me. I can feel the heat waft off his body and engulf my own.

      “Answer the question,” he warns me. “Or take a step back.”

      My jaw hurts from how hard my teeth are grinding together. “Five.”

      “Step back.”

      “I—”

      “Now, little liar.”

      The man is fucking relentless.

      But in this case, he also happens to be right.

      I am lying.

      And in this case, I’m actually willing to take a step back to keep from telling the truth.

      “Next question,” I snarl at him.

      He just laughs. “How old were you when you first lost your virginity?” he asks.

      I stop short.

      “That’s too far.”

      “Probably.”

      “Why do you even care?”

      He shrugs. “I’m nosy.”

      “I can see that.”

      His blue eyes crinkle at the corners every time he smiles. I can’t help but think that my attitude towards him would have been the complete opposite if we’d met under different circumstances.

      “Well?”

      “A year ago,” I mumble. “Right after I turned seventeen.”

      It’s a lie. The question is—does he know that?

      He cocks his head to the side and eyes me carefully. I stand my ground and refuse to break eye contact.

      For some reason, this feels like one I cannot lose.

      “You might be lying,” he says thoughtfully, chewing on his bottom lip.

      What would that same lip feel like under my tongue?

      Jesus.

      Did I just think that?

      “You’re blushing.”

      I try and control my expression, but he’s already seen through me. “You keep asking me personal questions.”

      “That’s no reason to blush.”

      “Can I take a step forward or not?”

      He considers me a moment longer. “I think you’re lying… but I can’t be sure.”

      “Some bullshit detector you’ve got there,” I drawl. “Real impressive.”

      He snorts. “I’ll admit, your face is distracting.”

      I frown. “What does that mean?”

      His eyes linger on mine. “It means you’re beautiful,” he answers simply.

      I manage to cow the blush that’s threatening to out me once more. I succeed in turning it into a glare. “Next question.”

      “Boy, you’re not good at taking compliments, are you?”

      “Most of them are insincere.”

      He cocks his head to the side. “Not me. I’m always sincere.”

      “Forgive me if I don’t believe that. Next damn question.”

      Another sound emanates from the house, but I can’t pinpoint what it might be. My father being thrown against a solid wall?

      Being punched in the gut?

      Being hurled into one of the cabinets in the living room?

      “Stop worrying. Sean’s not the sadistic type.”

      Right on cue, there’s a louder grunt from inside the house. I look at him furiously. “You were saying?”

      “You have no idea what that was.”

      “I’ve answered enough of your questions,” I insist. “Let me through.”

      “You can take one step forward,” he acquiesces. “Next question: where do you want to be ten years from now?”

      That question takes me off guard.

      I’m expecting a more invasive question, something crude or inappropriate.

      But this…?

      “You want to know where I wanna be in ten years?” I repeat dumbly.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, her hearing is flawless. Give her a round of applause.”

      He’s mocking me. But beneath that, he looks genuinely interested.

      My defenses having been pulled down by the unexpectedness of the question.

      And just like that, the truth spills from my lips.

      “Anywhere but here.”

      He arches an eyebrow and drinks in my answer. “That bad, huh?”

      I look down, breaking the eye contact. Suddenly, I wish he’d asked me some superficial, insignificant question like how much I weighed or what’s my bra size.

      Instead, in a matter of moments, he’s managed to strip me bare.

      “I’ve had enough of your stupid game,” I whisper.

      Fury blurs my eyes as I push past him. I’m expecting resistance and that’s exactly what I get when his arms wrap around my body. He pulls me against his chest and then his hand slams down over my mouth.

      “What the—”

      I struggle, suddenly alarmed with how hard he’s holding me, how rigid his body is against mine.

      “Stop moving,” he whispers urgently into my ear. “Someone’s here.”

      I want to tell him I don’t give a shit, but his hand is pressed firmly down against my mouth. So firmly, in fact, that I can barely even growl at him.

      “Fuck…”

      His tone sounds alarm bells in my head.

      Instinctively, I go still. Cillian’s hand relaxes slightly, though he still keeps it clamped over my mouth.

      “What is it?” I manage to whisper into his palm.

      To my surprise, he lets me go and flips me around to face him.

      “I need you to lie low, okay?” he instructs in a voice completely stripped of laughter. “A group of men just pulled up outside your house and they’re not the friendly kind.”

      “Who are they?” I ask.

      “They’re Kinahans.”

      I can feel the blood drain from my face.

      “Kinahan… as in the Kinahans? The mafia?” I stammer.

      “The bastards is more like it,” he growls. “But yes. Them’s the lads.” He’s peering around the corner of the house where the front garden is on display.

      I can see the vehicle parked outside now. Three beefy men get out, their feet hitting the cracked pavement with violent intent.

      “Don’t worry, a ghrá,” he tells me. “I’ve got this.”

      He looks so fucking confident right now.

      Which can only mean one thing: he’s insane.

      Because there’s no one in Dublin that messes with the Kinahans.

      No one.

      “Are you out of your damn mind?” I gasp, grabbing his arm without thinking and pulling him back behind the house. “If they’re Kinahans, they’re dangerous.”

      “Not compared to me.”

      I raise my eyebrows and shake my head. “Who do you think you are exactly?” I demand. “A fucking O’Sullivan? Because they’re the only other men in the city that have gone up against the Kinahans and lived to talk about it.”

      His grin gets wider as Kinahan voices carry over to the garden.

      “I can see our reputation precedes us.”

      I stare at him for a moment.

      “What…”

      “Cillian O’Sullivan,” he reveals with a gratuitous bow. “At your service.”

      Then he throws me a careless wink and leaves me standing alone in the shadows of the garden.
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      Kinahan scum.

      Those bastards have rudely interrupted my little tête-à-tête with the fieriest redhead I’ve ever met.

      Perfect fucking timing.

      My brother is still inside, conducting what should have been a routine cash collection.

      But I can already tell that our simple little errand just got a fuck-ton more complicated.

      I walk down the thin alley that connects the backyard to the front of the house—just in time to see Brody Murtagh step out of the hulking jeep.

      He’s wearing black jeans, an oversized black t-shirt, and a bunch of thick gold chains draped around his neck. The whole ensemble makes me roll my eyes.

      Looks like the prick sent away to a magazine for “The 21st Century Wannabe Gangster Outfit.”

      I risk a quick glance over my shoulder to make sure Saoirse has stayed in the backyard like I’ve told her to. Something tells me she doesn’t follow instructions well.

      Miraculously, I don’t see her.

      I’m more relieved than I should be, considering we met half an hour ago.

      “Brody,” I drawl, positioning myself right in front of the door. “Fancy running into you here.”

      He swaggers forward with two goons at his back. Three Kinahans in total.

      My smile grows a little wider.

      That’s about three too many for my liking. But dealing with these gobshites will be a piece of fucking cake.

      My hand doesn’t even twitch towards the gun in my back pocket. Easy does it. Especially with the Murtagh runt at the helm of this little rebel wannabe clique.

      He can dress like a gangster all he wants, but he’ll never be true mafia.

      He bought his way into the Kinahan organization thanks to his father’s money and influence. Their loyalty is paid for.

      In my opinion, that makes it fucking worthless.

      If loyalty can be bought for a sum, it can be broken for a penny more.

      “O’Sullivan,” he growls.

      The corners of his mouth turn up in a grimace that might be an attempt at an intimidating smile. I’m not entirely sure. The overall effect just makes me queasy.

      “What are you doing here?”

      I sigh with exaggeration. “I’m guessing you already know,” I retort. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t be here.”

      “Are you the guard dog then?” Brody taunts.

      I shrug. “I’m whatever I have to be when my family needs me.”

      I learned early that one of my superpowers is indifference.

      If you act like nothing bothers you, then at some point, it’s gonna piss off the people who’re trying their damndest to get a rise out of you.

      “Not a very good watchdog if you’re lurking in the back with your tail between your legs,” Brody chuckles.

      Ouch.

      That one actually lands.

      Mostly because I know I’ve been neglecting my role in this little errand.

      I should have been on the lookout for trouble. I should have warned Sean about our unexpected visitors.

      But I’d been preoccupied out back with a certain redheaded siren.

      And she’d turned my head so completely, I’d failed to see what was trundling around the corner.

      I don’t show Brody or his goons my frustration, though. I let his comments roll off my back as I take a step closer to them.

      All three men tense, but I keep my body lose and relaxed.

      “I figured I had time,” I reply. “After all, it’s not like you’re mafia.”

      It’s a sore subject with Brody Murtagh.

      The fucker thinks that just because he hangs out with a certain crowd, that gives him exclusive status as a mob kid.

      Completely fucking delusional.

      You don’t choose this life.

      It chooses you.

      He bares his teeth and snarls at me. “I am fucking mafia.”

      “You may roll with the big dogs,” I tell him. “That doesn’t make you one, though. More like the stray kitten they picked up off the roadside.”

      “What did you say to me, motherfucker?”

      “Brody…” The guy standing at Brody’s right shoulder throws him a cautionary glance.

      My confidence deepens.

      His two Kinahan stooges are trying to rein him in. Which means they don’t necessarily approve of this interruption. Because of course, no one in their right minds messes with our clan.

      “You heard me,” I reply carelessly. “You can’t just buy your way into the fucking mob life. Though the Kinahans have let the bar for entry drop ever lower these days, haven’t they, lads?”

      Both of Brody’s goons raise their hackles immediately.

      Am I being stupid, goading them like this? Perhaps, considering I am dealing with two hardened mafia men. Brody may be a wannabe, but his two watchdogs are for real.

      But what’s life without a little danger?

      “I’d watch your mouth, O’Sullivan. You’re not untouchable,” one of the goons threatens.

      He’s got yellowing teeth and unfortunate, curly hair that only highlights how ugly he is.

      “No one is,” I concede. “Doesn’t mean attacking me is gonna go unnoticed, however. What are you jokers doing following me and my brother around?”

      “What makes you think we were following you?” Brody snaps, giving himself away.

      I have to try really hard not to laugh.

      This guy is so fucking easy to read. He wears his emotions on his face like a fucking map of his thoughts. Makes things fun for me, though.

      “This isn’t exactly your neck of the woods.”

      “The same is true for you,” Brody points out. “And yet here you are.”

      “I have business here,” I reply. “Actual business, as opposed to your business, which seems to revolve mostly around annoying the fuck out of me.”

      “This is our territory,” Brody bites.

      I frown. “Our territory?”

      “Kinahan territory,” he clarifies. “This is our turf.”

      “Our,” I repeat again in amusement. “Are these boys alright with you bandying about the Kinahan name like that? I thought you were only leasing it.”

      He flinches at the obvious jab. I notice his hand twitch towards his jean pocket.

      So that’s where he’s hiding his little security blanket.

      Good to know.

      “You may be able to throw your weight around with Tweedledee and Tweedle-Dipshit,” I add, gesturing to each of the two stooges flanking him. “But not with me. The only reason the Kinahans even tolerate you is because Daddy dearest has them in his pocket.”

      “You fucking ass—”

      His hand goes straight for his gun, but I anticipate the move and I speak before he can even pull it out.

      “Yeah, that’s right,” I say with a knowing nod. “Reach for your gun. You don’t know the first thing about the life, do you?”

      He freezes. His hand twitches slightly before falling back to his side.

      Like I said—so fucking easy.

      “In my world,” I tell him, emphasizing the word ‘my,’ “we like to get our hands dirty.”

      “You think I’m afraid of you?” Brody demands.

      “You did show up with back-up.”

      “They’re not back-up,” he pouts like a petulant child.

      “So the three of you weren’t planning on beating me to a pulp and leaving me by the roadside?”

      I can see the wheels in his thick skull turning.

      “That wouldn’t be a fair fight,” he says after a moment.

      I smirk. “I agree.”

      Pause for dramatic effect.

      Wait for it…

      Wait for it…

      “You should have brought at least two more guys.”

      It takes the idiot a minute to figure out that I’ve just insulted him and his men.

      Again.

      Sometimes, I think I’m doomed to go through life without having my humor understood or appreciated.

      “You think you can take all three of us?” Brody demands.

      I scoff. “I know I can.”

      I don’t, actually.

      Sometimes, my confidence can get the better of me. It’s a blessing and a curse.

      At least, that’s what Ma told me when I was a boy and I declared that I could scale the west wall of the Manor with only my bare hands. That ended poorly.

      I lift my hands and gesture for him to come at me.

      “Come on, little stray,” I taunt. “What are you waiting for?”

      Spurred on by the insult, he charges at me with a war cry that’s as hilarious as it is pathetic. I’m laughing when I side-step his attack and swipe his feet out from under him.

      As he keels over, I land a punch square on his oversized nose.

      With a pained screech, he falls to the ground on his side.

      His henchman watch with narrowed eyes, tense and weary. They’re unsure whether to step in or let this fight take its course.

      They are true mafia after all. And all mobsters tend to respect a good one-on-one.

      I do a little jump in place to shake out my muscles.

      Fuck, it feels good to hit something.

      Especially something as useless as the empty-headed prick I just sent to the ground.

      “Is the fight over?” I ask. “Or are you planning on getting up at any point in the next hour?”

      Brody gets to his feet, his hand clamped down over his bloodied nose. But I know I haven’t broken it. I didn’t feel the cartilage give way under my knuckles.

      “That was the last time you hit me,” he declares. “That was the last time I let you get in a punch.”

      “I like the confidence,” I tell him. “But the thing about confidence is that you need to back it up with skill.”

      “I’ve got plenty.”

      “You’ve got piss and shit,” I reply.

      Yeah, I’m trying to provoke the fucker. That’s the easiest way to win this fight.

      Some men lose all sense of themselves when they’re insulted. They concentrate more on their hurt pride than the enemy in front of them.

      He’s about to charge at me, but I’m not worried. I already know his next move.

      He’s going to come at me from the left and then feint to the right. He’s going to try and attack my legs like I did to him.

      He wants to be able to look down at me and laugh.

      I can see it in his eyes.

      Poor, delusional motherfucker.

      He gets ready, shifting his weight. I load my back foot, prepared to move as soon as—

      “Enough!”

      The tone of authority rings through the air. I have to suppress a sigh.

      Talk about a party pooper.

      I turn to glance back at my brother. He’s standing at the threshold of Padraig’s front door. Just behind him is Padraig himself.

      The drunk looks a little roughed up. But otherwise, not too much worse for the wear.

      Unlike Brody, who’s sniffling blood like a toddler with a runny nose.

      Sean walks down the steps and glares at Brody and the two Kinahan flunkies.

      “Get out of here now,” Sean says with deliberate slowness. “Or this is gonna turn ugly.”

      I gotta hand it to him. My brother knows how to make a threat.

      His eyes are dark with promise and his expression is as cold as Da’s.

      For a second there, the resemblance is uncanny.

      Makes me fucking shudder.

      “You don’t command us, O’Sullivan,” one of the stooges retorts.

      “This is our territory,” Brody adds.

      This time, I can’t stop the eyeroll that’s been lying in wait since the first moment I saw him.

      If it’s even possible, Sean’s expression turns even colder. He takes a step forward and the atmosphere shifts imperceptibly.

      “I think you need an etiquette lesson, boy,” Sean says, looking Brody directly in the eye.

      Sean’s twenty-four. He’s only got a couple of years on Brody. And yet the sentiment feels appropriate.

      No one can accuse my brother of being a child.

      “What are you doing on our turf?” Brody asks, trying desperately to save face in front of his new cronies.

      “That’s my business, Murtagh.”

      I glance at Padraig, who’s still standing in the shadows of his threshold. He’s clearly shitting himself, but he’s too scared to close the door on this situation.

      He probably should.

      And I think he realizes the same thing when one of the stooges looks up and catches sight of him in the doorway.

      “Well, I’ll be damned. Padraig Connelly. Why am I not fucking surprised?”

      Sean doesn’t even glance behind at Padraig, but I notice Brody’s eyes flash with recognition.

      Padraig’s eyes go wide at the unwanted attention. “I, uh… Mr. O’Sullivan was just leaving.”

      “There’s only one reason the O’Sullivans would deign to pay scum like you a visit,” the greasy-haired stooge continues. “They’ve come to collect.”

      Brody’s listening hard to the exchange. A second later, his face flushes with fury.

      “Padraig Connelly, you owe my father money,” he says accusingly. “How dare you pay these assholes without first settling your debt to my family?”

      “He hasn’t paid shit,” Sean interrupts. “But he will.”

      Brody scoffs. “Is this how the O’Sullivans conduct their business? You come to collect and walk away with nothing but empty promises? I’ll show you how the Kinahans get shit done.”

      I snort at the fact that he’s still referring to himself as Kinahan.

      He definitely hears the insult, but he chooses to pretend that he doesn’t. Perhaps he’s not a total fucking idiot.

      “Padraig,” he says, raising his voice, “get your old, drunken ass down here.”

      I exchange a glance with Sean.

      This is not our business. If Padraig has debt with the Murtagh lad, that’s his burden to bear.

      But I can tell Sean isn’t willing to stand aside, either.

      He acts aloof most of the time.

      Deep down, though, he’s got a fucking hero complex.

      “Mr. Murtagh,” Padraig stammers, “please… I don’t have your father’s money.”

      “My father’s money is my fucking money,” Brody snarls, striding forward.

      He grabs Padraig by the collar and drags him out of the shadows of the doorway. He pushes the stout man forward until they’re practically nose to nose.

      “And I expect to be paid right fucking now. Or else I’m gonna—”

      “Get your hands off my father!”

      Aw, fucking hell.

      I spin around as Saoirse appears from around the house. Clearly, she’s been listening in on the whole interaction. Her eyes are hard as she steps out into the front yard, gaze trained on Brody.

      The Murtagh son of a bitch takes her in as though she’s a mirage.

      I sincerely hope my mouth wasn’t hanging open the first time I saw her the way his is. He looks like a rabid dog.

      Saoirse lunges forward and yanks her pa away from Brody. He’s so shocked by her sudden appearance that his hands drop to the side, releasing Padraig.

      “You’re trespassing,” Saoirse tells him icily. “Leave now or I’ll call the police.”

      I gotta hand it to her: the girl’s got balls.

      She stands tall, her back straight and her gaze unflinching as she takes in all the men standing in her front yard.

      All of whom are armed.

      All of whom are at least a foot taller than she is.

      None of whom she gives a fuck about.

      She doesn’t seem to care in the least about the massive odds against her as she takes a step forward, shielding her father with her own slight frame.

      “Who are you?” Brody asks.

      I don’t like the expression in his eyes one bit.

      There’s definitely interest.

      But more disturbing, there’s desire. An obvious need for possession.

      I saw her first, motherfucker.

      “She is not your concern,” I interrupt, inserting myself in the middle of a fight that’s not mine.

      Sean is cautioning me with his eyes, but I ignore him. I’m not about to let Brody fucking Murtagh crash our party and then strut around like he owns this goddamn city.

      His father may be Mister High-and-Mighty-Politician.

      But the son is nothing more than a stain on my boot heel.

      Brody looks at me. A slow smile spreads across his face.

      “She mean anything to you, O’Sullivan?” he asks innocently.

      I force a smile onto my face. “She’s as much a pain in my ass as you are. Does that qualify?”

      I don’t glance at Saoirse. I’ve already put too many cards on the table by stepping in to defend her like some overprotective boyfriend.

      “Hm,” Brody says. “Then you won’t mind if I do this?”

      He reaches up with one hand and grazes Saoirse’s cheek. She’s so stunned by the action that she stands there silently for two seconds.

      Two long, arduous seconds.

      And then she snaps.

      She snaps so hard that she actually beats me to the punch.

      She steps forward and brings her knee straight up into Brody’s groin. I hear a nasty crackle.

      He moans low, practically inhuman. And his face goes pink as he keels over.

      A snort of laughter escapes my lips as I watch the idiot hit the pavement, clutching his balls for dear life.

      “Nice kick,” I tell Saoirse approvingly.

      “You want the next one?”

      I take a step back immediately. “Maybe another time.”

      “I want all of you off our property right fucking now,” she snarls, looking at the Kinahan goons first before her gaze veers to Sean and me.

      “You bitch!” Brody manages to gasp from the ground.

      Apparently, she hadn’t kicked him hard enough. The bastard is already managing to clamber to his feet. I thought for sure he’d be down for the count.

      One of his stooges hoists him upright. As soon as he’s on his own two feet, he turns to Saoirse with vengeance in his eyes.

      “You want to call the fucking police?” he demands, spit flying from his mouth. “Go right ahead. Do you know who my father is?”

      I cringe instantly on his behalf. Of course he’d use his father.

      What other weapons does the spoiled little rich kid have at his disposal?

      “I don’t give a good goddamn fuck who your father is,” Saoirse hisses.

      “Saoirse!” Padraig cautions again.

      This time, there’s real panic in his tone. It’s on the edge of desperation. But it doesn’t move Saoirse one bit.

      She spares a glance at her father. I notice the disappointment flare in her eyes before she looks away again.

      “You don’t strike me as a stupid bimbo,” Brody says, forcing the attention on him again. “So you should know who Brian Murtagh is.”

      I’m so annoyed with the phrase “stupid bimbo” that I almost miss Saoirse’s expression.

      She definitely knows who the man is.

      Brody sees it, too. He nods.

      “That’s right. He’s the politician running this fucking city. Do you know who works for him?” Brody continues. “Everyone. That includes the fucking cops. So go ahead. Make the call.”

      Shit.

      “That’s enough, Murtagh,” Sean intercedes. “Padraig doesn’t have the money to pay either one of us today. We’ll have to come back later.”

      “Later?” Brody repeats. “I want my money now.”

      Sean’s eyes flicker towards Saoirse. Then he shrugs. “It’s your debt to forgive or not. Just leave the girl alone. She’s got nothing to do with any of this.”

      Saoirse realizes exactly what Sean’s words imply.

      “No,” she says immediately, stepping in front of Padraig. “I won’t let you hurt my father.”

      “How about we make a deal?” Brody suggests. “I’m willing to forgive your father’s debt to me…”

      My heart sinks. This is not gonna be good.

      “…and all you have to do is take on the debt yourself.”

      Her eyes go wide for a moment. The hope in them reveals just how young she is. How innocent. How naïve.

      “I can do that,” she says immediately. “Just give me a few weeks and I’ll find a way to get your money to—”

      Brody laughs loudly, cutting off her words.

      “Money?” he taunts. “I don’t want your money. That’s not the kind of payment I’m after.”

      She freezes as the color drains from her face.

      Her eyes flicker to mine for the briefest of seconds. Hopeful. Desperate.

      Then Brody’s oozing voice cuts back in.

      “I want you to spread your legs for me and scream my name,” he croons. “But I’m a generous man. I’m willing to give you a choice. You can suck my cock if you’d rather not give up that tight little pussy just yet.”

      The red of her hair suddenly seems all the brighter against her pale skin.

      “I’d sooner cut off my own arm and eat it,” she spits at him.

      His eyes narrow. I know he’s underestimated the sting of rejection. Especially with his enemies standing right here watching it all go down.

      “That can always be arranged,” he hisses.

      I make eye contact with Sean.

      My intention is all there in my gaze. And even if it wasn’t, I know Sean will understand. That’s the benefit of being raised by a man like Ronan O’Sullivan.

      You figure out ways to communicate without being overheard.

      I can tell from Sean’s stance that he’s not going to walk away from this and just leave Brody to it.

      Maybe if it was only Padraig, he would. That man has dug his own grave.

      But Saoirse is what Sean considers an innocent bystander.

      And like I said before, the lad has a major hero complex. Thinks he’s a knight in shining armor.

      So all it takes is one nod, and both Sean and I have our guns out and raised at the Kinahan scum.

      “That’s enough,” Sean snarls.

      He’s got his sights set on Brody. I’ve got a gun in each hand, one for each of the Kinahan soldiers providing backup.

      Brody frowns. “You don’t want to do this.”

      Sean is unfazed. “Wanna fucking bet?”

      The Murtagh fucker knows he’s cornered. He’s got all the manic, twitching energy of a rat with his back against the wall.

      Which is why he darts to the side, knocks Padraig to the ground, and grabs hold of Saoirse.

      She gasps as he tightens a chokehold around her neck, yanking her in front of him.

      “Motherfucker!” I bellow, turning my guns on him.

      It’s a stupid move.

      But rage takes precedence over logic for a moment.

      And that’s when it all crumbles in my hands.

      The moment I change my focus, the Kinahan stooges unleash their guns.

      “Cillian!” Sean roars out a warning. I duck as the sound of gunshots screams through the air.

      There isn’t much in the way of coverage, so I’m forced to go on the offensive immediately after rolling out of my crouched position.

      I fire back at the two Kinahan soldiers. I manage to hit one in the arm.

      He stumbles back with a pained groan as blood spurts out. That gives me the opportunity to shoot him a second time. This one catches him in the leg.

      The remaining Kinahan man makes a move for Sean, but my brother’s too fast and too experienced.

      He avoids the first bullet and drops low enough to land a punch in the stooge’s stomach. As he stumbles back, Sean straightens up and punches him in the face before kicking the bastard’s gun away.

      I move towards Brody, who’s having a hard time keeping the thrashing Saoirse still.

      The redheaded spitfire is writhing and struggling in his arms.

      She’s actually giving him a real fight.

      “Hold still, you little bitch!”

      She elbows him in the stomach.

      “Don’t,” she snarls, “call me,” with another elbow punch to the gut, “that!”

      The last strike makes him lose his grip on her, and she stumbles away from him quickly. Padraig is cowering by the house only a few feet away.

      His eyes are trained on Saoirse and he looks worried.

      But not worried enough to actually do anything to help her.

      “Pa!” Saoirse cries out—just as Brody lunges for the old man, now that he’s lost his first human shield.

      Sean makes a judgement call and fires, attempting to shoot Brody before he gets to Padraig.

      But it all happens too fast.

      Sean’s bullet leaves the chamber.

      Brody grabs Padraig.

      Pulls the red-faced man forward.

      Right in front of him.

      And Sean’s bullet hits Padraig in the stomach.

      I see the blossom of blood stain the old man’s shirt. At the exact same moment, Saoirse’s horrified scream pierces through me.

      She scrambles to her father.

      I hear Sean’s muttered curse. Horror soaked in horror.

      Brody makes a run for it, scrambling after the two Kinahans who are already fleeing as fast as they can.

      I let them go.

      I don’t even think about stopping them.

      Mostly because of the devastated look on Saoirse’s face as she falls to her knees in front of her father’s limp frame and cradles his head in her arms.

      “No,” she says, in anguish. “No, no, no, no.”
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      I stand there feeling helpless. Feeling a pull I can’t quite describe.

      “Cillian.”

      Sean’s urgent tone cuts through my muddled thoughts. I glance at him, but truthfully, I barely see him.

      I barely see anything, really.

      “Come on,” he says. “We gotta go.”

      “Go?” I repeat, looking at him incredulously. “We can’t just leave.”

      “Why?” Sean demands. “Because you want to play Prince Charming? Grow the fuck up, Cillian. We can’t be here when the cops arrive.”

      His words feel like ice water down my back.

      He’s right.

      Sean’s bullet is the one that’s buried somewhere in Padraig’s stomach.

      And the police are in Brian Murtagh’s pocket.

      But the thought of leaving her like this…

      It feels so goddamn wrong.

      “Pa,” Saoirse sobs below us. “Pa, please stay with me. Talk to me, Pa.”

      Tears stream down her face. I notice the way she’s clutching the front of his shirt. As though the strength of her grip can keep him from slipping over to the other side.

      Blood sputters around his mouth. His mumbled words are lost in faint, wheezing breaths.

      Sean’s hand closes around my arm, pulling me back, trying to get me away from the house.

      I still resist.

      I just want one more glimpse at her face. At those eyes.

      All I see now is a wealth of wild red curls.

      “Saoirse.”

      I say her name, but it’s swallowed up in the ache of her sobs.

      “Fucking hell, Cillian!” Sean explodes, tugging me around so hard that I almost slam into him.

      My eyes lock onto his. I see the conflict in them.

      In the past few minutes, something has shifted for my brother. Something has changed.

      “Sean?”

      “We have to fucking go.”

      His eyes shift to Padraig. The poor bastard is bleeding out in his own front lawn. His daughter is still clinging to him and sobbing helplessly.

      There’s no expression on Sean’s face, but I know my brother.

      I know how deeply he feels things.

      And how long he’s worked to numb that part of himself.

      This time, I’m the one who grabs his arm and pulls him away from the house in the neck of the cul-de-sac.

      It’s a walk at first.

      Then it’s a run.

      Then we accelerate into a full-on sprint. Like we can leave behind all the pain we just caused if only we move fast enough.
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      We don’t stop until we’ve cleared the neighborhood.

      I pull Sean into an empty street opposite a massive laundromat that looks like it’s seen better days.

      It takes a long moment to catch our breaths.

      A few civilians walk past us, but apart from a few curious looks, no one pays us any real attention.

      “Come on,” I say, gesturing towards a small park just across the street.

      There are benches set up right in front of a rusty looking swing set. The moment Sean sits down, he balances his elbows on his knees and covers his face with both hands.

      “Sean?” I ask, sitting down next to him. “What’s wrong?”

      Sean pulls down his hands and looks at me incredulously.

      “What’s wrong?” he repeats. “What’s fucking wrong? What do you think is wrong, Cil?”

      “I know shit didn’t go as planned—”

      “We were fucking ambushed by the Kinahans,” Sean interrupts. “We failed the pickup. We…”

      His eyes dart around as though he’s worried we’re going to be ambushed again. I’ve never seen him look so out of control.

      “Yeah,” I say with a shrug, “but shit happens.”

      “Not shit like this,” Sean growls through gritted teeth. “Not like this…”

      “Sean—”

      “I shot him,” Sean blurts.

      “Uh, you missed actually,” I point. “The fucker got away.”

      “Not Murtagh!” he snaps at me. “Padraig Connelly. I shot the bastard.”

      “It was a mistake.”

      “Did you try telling that to his daughter?” Sean barks at me. His voice cracks with anguish.

      “Brother,” I say, putting my hand on his shoulder, “you were trying to stop Brody…”

      Sean shakes me off without so much as blinking. “He could die right there. Tonight. And if he does, he’ll die in front of his daughter. When she thinks of me, she’ll think of me as her father’s murderer.”

      I’ve only ever seen Sean break down once before in my life.

      I was seven. He was fifteen.

      He had brought home a stray dog he’d picked up off the side of the road. Named him Shark, of all things.

      But Shark clearly had some issues, because he barked at everyone except Sean. He wasn’t good at listening to orders and he freaked out when the clan men came and went from O’Sullivan Manor.

      The wretch attacked two of Da’s underbosses before Da finally put his foot down.

      “Control that fucking animal,” Da ordered. “Or the next time this happens, you’ll have to put him down yourself.”

      Sean put his all into training Shark. Day and night, they were together. Sean poured through books, tried every trick he could find to tame the wildness in his companion.

      But three weeks later, the same thing happened.

      One of Da’s underbosses walked into the house. Shark went nuts. Came at Oisin with his teeth bared. He snagged the man by the trouser leg and was all set to go for the throat before Sean managed to pull him away.

      We all thought Da was kidding when he took the rifle off the wall and handed it to Sean. Everyone knew how much Sean loved that mangy animal.

      But Da wasn’t kidding.

      And so Sean did what he had no choice but to do.

      I’ll never forget the sound of that gunshot in the garden.

      It was months before Sean seemed like himself again.

      Shark’s still buried in the back yard, in a dirt pit I used to play in when I was a kid.

      And the look Sean has in his eye right now? It’s the same look he had back then.

      “Sean…”

      “That makes eight now,” he says in a low, hollow croak.

      “What?”

      He looks up. His eyes are dry, his expression stagnant. But I know he’s trying to keep his shit together.

      “Eight people I’ve killed,” he explains.

      “You… you keep count?” I balk. “Why?”

      “I can’t forget their faces,” he whispers. “None of them.”

      “You did what you had to do.” I’m spewing out words that I think are the right ones to say. But I have no fucking clue, really. I’m just guessing. “And we don’t even know if you killed Padraig.”

      “Her sobs… Christ, did you hear her sobbing?”

      Of course.

      I can’t forget that sound.

      “Sean,” I urge, squeezing his shoulder, trying to get him back into the present, “let’s go home.”

      “Yes,” he mumbles. “Da will be waiting for a report.”

      That’s not where I was going, but I realize that we’re not gonna get away with avoiding Da when we get back to the mansion.

      “I’ll come with you,” I say. “To give him the report, y’know.”

      “He’ll be expecting only me.”

      “Tough,” I say immediately. “He gets both of us this time. I’m his son, too.”

      “You’re not the heir.”

      I blink at him. “You almost sound upset about that.”

      A strange fear creeps down my spine.

      Are the changes in my older brother sudden?

      Or have they been there the whole time?

      These telltale signs that he was reaching his breaking point. The cracks in his armor.

      They must’ve been there. Just below the surface.

      And I didn’t even notice how close he was to crumbling completely.

      “Come on,” Sean says before I can say anything else. “It’s time to go home.”
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      It takes us twenty minutes to get back to the Manor, but for me, it feels like a fucking lifetime. Mostly because Sean refuses to talk the entire way there.

      I hate when he does this. Shuts down.

      It isn’t making me feel any better about his mental state right now.

      I’m worried he’s on the verge of doing something very fucking stupid indeed.

      As we approach the massive black gates that mark out the O’Sullivan complex, they creak apart, allowing Sean and me to enter.

      We’ve got two men on security today. They both nod their heads respectfully from the security booth as we pass through.

      I return the gesture, but Sean just keeps on walking with his eyes fixed on the massive structure in front of us.

      The house is a feat of architecture, one that Da spent almost a decade perfecting until he was satisfied with the end result.

      Of course, no one believes the house is actually complete.

      Da’s not the kind of man to ever be satisfied.

      But to the untrained eye, the manor sitting in the middle of the one-acre plot of land looks pretty fucking flawless.

      Sean and I walk up the private driveway that leads to the main entrance. The granite façade of the house has grown on me in the last couple of years. Sheer, clean, imposing.

      As austere as it is, there’s something to be said for making a bold statement.

      Almost the moment we enter, Quinn appears from one of the side passageways.

      He’s dressed in his usual butler’s suit, pressed to perfection, without so much as a crease. He’s served the family for almost two decades now. Been around since before I was born.

      The man might as well be a freaking robot. He never seems to age, either.

      His bald head shines, reflecting the glass of the chandelier that hangs over us. His eyes are a light hazel that don’t miss a thing.

      Ma jokes about the fact that Da might have his underbosses, but Quinn is his true right-hand man.

      I’m inclined to agree.

      “Master Sean, your father is in his study,” Quinn says in his creepy monotone voice. “He’s waiting for you.”

      Sean makes a left for the study. I follow behind him.

      “Your presence is not required, Master Cillian,” Quinn adds.

      I give him my best grin. “Are you trying to keep me with you?” I ask. “‘Cause I’m flattered Quinn, really I am. But I’ve got business to attend to.”

      “I believe the don wants to talk to Master Sean alone.”

      The don.

      When I was a little kid, I used to pretend that I was don, and one day, men would use the title on me with the same kind of reverence.

      I don’t anymore.

      Mostly because I realized it’s not reverence in their tone when they refer to my father.

      It’s fear.

      I’ve never wanted to be feared.

      My father, on the other hand? He’s never wanted anything else.

      “Come on now; don’t hurt my feelings,” I say, slipping past Quinn and quickening my pace until I’m right behind Sean.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Sean mutters to me as we approach the don’s door.

      I shrug. “The television in my bedroom’s on the fritz,” I tell him. “I need some entertainment.”

      “You’re an idiot.” He doesn’t crack a smile to soften the comment, but I know he means it with love.

      “Again with the compliments,” I tease. “You really know how to make a fellow feel special.”

      Sean pushes the door open. We slip into Da’s private study.

      It’s every bit as impressive as the rest of the house. If there’s one room in this place that exudes power and luxury, it’s this one. The beating heart of the O’Sullivan Manor. And really, of the whole O’Sullivan clan.

      It all comes back to this.

      Bookshelves brimming with leather-bound volumes snake around the room before ending at the full-length windows that overlook part of the garden. Lush carpet mutes all footsteps, and the high ceilings swallow up the rest of the noise.

      It’s eerily silent. Eerily dangerous.

      Of course, nothing compares to the deadly aura of the man sitting behind the massive teak desk.

      Just as the thought flits across my mind, my father’s light blue eyes land on me.

      “Cillian,” he says tonelessly. “Is there a reason you’re here?”

      I glance towards the fully-stocked liquor cabinet opposite the full-length windows. “Uh, I came for a drink.”

      Da narrows his eyes.

      “Or perhaps some fatherly advice?”

      “Here’s some,” Da replies dryly. “Don’t come until you’re called.”

      Sean tenses, but I force myself to keep the smile on my face. “We’ve got a great story for you,” I say, pivoting fast.

      “Don’t,” Sean hisses at me, but it’s too late.

      “A story?” Da repeats. “Is that right?”

      “Stop talking,” Sean growls at me before walking over to Da’s desk.

      He doesn’t sit down, though. I have a feeling it’s because he wants to keep his height advantage. It’s what I would do in his place.

      “Da,” he announces with a stiff upper lip, “I don’t have the money.”

      Da merely raises his eyebrows. The effect is unnerving.

      I don’t for the life of me know how his men do it. I’d piss my pants every fucking day I had to see and report to Ronan O’Sullivan. Especially if the news was bad, like it is tonight.

      “Padraig Connelly is a middle-aged drunk and a layabout,” Da says in an icy, measured tone. “Explain to me why you didn’t get a simple collection errand completed.”

      “It was my fault,” I say, stepping in despite Sean’s warning.

      “Cillian!”

      I ignore him.

      “We went to the house and we cornered the fucker.” I push through, despite the glares I’m getting from both men. “But then his daughter showed up. She had blue eyes and red hair and… well, actually, her hair color is immaterial. Anyway, I grabbed her and took her outside—”

      “Cil!”

      “…and I was trying to keep her from running back inside and interrupting the shakedown,” I continue on recklessly. “And I didn’t see them coming. That fucker Brody Murtagh with two Kinahan goons. I’m pretty sure they were following us. Well, Murtagh thought he could take me, which of course he couldn’t. And—”

      “Enough,” Da says.

      He doesn’t even raise his voice. But I go silent immediately.

      Another one of his many talents.

      “You are excused,” he growls.

      Sean glances at me. “Go, Cillian,” he says in a low voice. “I can handle this.”

      “I should explain…”

      “No,” Sean says, turning away from me. “I’m the one who has to explain. This was my task. None of it was your fault.”

      “You don’t have to play the martyr all the time.”

      “With a brother like you, what choice do I have?”

      He gives me a smile—the ghost of one, at least—and I all I want to do is jump in front of him and take the brunt of Da’s rage.

      But I know it’s pointless.

      If I don’t leave, I’ll be removed forcefully.

      So I just nod in Da’s direction and slip out of his study.

      The moment the door shuts on me, I hear the muffled sound of conversation, but the words aren’t distinctive. The study was soundproofed for a reason.

      Sighing, I walk upstairs to the second floor.

      Granite, steel, hardwood, and glass blend together with painstaking craft. Each material flows into the next. Huge windows into sprawling floors into high, arched ceiling.

      It’s imposing as fuck to everyone who enters.

      To me, though, it’s just home.

      I can hear Ma in her own private study down the hall. But I glide past the open door and keep walking until I hit Kian’s room.

      I slip inside and catch sight of my little brother on the large carpet in front of his bed. He’s got his model train track all set up and he’s trundling them around, adding noise effects with his mouth.

      “Cillian!” he yells joyfully, abandoning the train in his hand and running towards me. He slams into my waist.

      I let out a low grunt. “Oof. Good to see you too, kid.”

      “Where were you?” he demands. “You promised we’d ride our bikes down the cape together.”

      “Yeah, I know. I’m sorry. Something came up.”

      Kian’s face lights up instantly. “Da told me! A money collection,” he croons, his eyes brightening with interest.

      The blue of his irises are extremely light and hide little clusters of grey flecks. His shaggy brown hair has the potential to get lighter, but I doubt it will.

      He’s got Ma’s beauty and Da’s fight.

      He knows much more about O’Sullivan business than I did at his age.

      The difference is that he’s interested.

      I wasn’t.

      Sometimes, I think how arbitrary it is that the oldest son inherits his father’s responsibilities. Why not hand over the reins to the child who’s best suited for it?

      It’s not a popular opinion.

      “Da tells you too much,” I laugh.

      Kian frowns. “No, he doesn’t. And anyway, I’m not a kid. I’m ten years old.”

      “That definitely makes you a kid.”

      Kian makes an expert fist and punches me in the arm. It actually hurts.

      “Jesus,” I growl, massaging my sore arm. “This is what I get for coming in to say hi to you?”

      Kian smiles. “Tell me what happened.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Everything,” he says eagerly.

      My thoughts flit to Sean. I really wish I were in that study with him right now. But Da would never allow it.

      In his eyes, Sean’s the next don. And a don who needs support in difficult situations is weak.

      “It went amazing,” I lie smoothly. “Sean was brilliant.”

      “So you got the money?” Kian asks.

      “Sure did,” I reply. “Taught that drunk a lesson, too.”

      “Booyah!” Kian says enthusiastically. “Did he fight you?”

      “He tried, but he was no match for Sean.”

      “Tell me about the fight.”

      I proceed to give him an elaborate and completely inaccurate description of the fight between Sean and Padraig. Kian listens with rapt attention, interrupting every so often with a random question.

      “I wish I’d been there,” he sighs when I finish.

      “Really?”

      “Fuck yeah,” he replies.

      “Hey, hey, language. Ma hears that shit out of your mouth and she’ll be on me like a bad rash.”

      Kian rolls his eyes. “Ma isn’t here, is she?”

      I smirk. “She’s got eyes and ears everywhere.”

      Kian laughs at that one. We both know it’s true.

      I reach out and ruffle his feathery brown hair. “You shouldn’t be so involved in the family business,” I tell him. “Enjoy your childhood while you can. Be a kid.”

      “I don’t wanna be a kid,” Kian insists. “I wanna be like you and Sean. I wanna help Da.”

      “Be careful what you wish for,” I mutter under my breath.

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” I say quickly. “How about we play some trains?”

      Kian looks at me suspiciously for a moment. The kid’s too damn smart for his own good.

      “Fine,” he concedes at last. “Can we ride our bikes tomorrow at least?”

      I smile. “Of course.”

      Sean is the oldest son. He’s the heir. The future don.

      Which means that my ability to protect him is limited. Especially from Da.

      But with Kian, it’ll be different.

      I promise myself that as I reach for one of his trains.

      I’ll be there for Kian in every way I can’t be there for Sean. I’ll make sure he’s protected. Make sure he’s safe.

      Most of all…

      I’m gonna make sure he’s happy.
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      My hands are shaking as I press down on Pa’s wound. Blood gushes out between my fingers.

      He’s lost so much already.

      Maybe too much.

      “Please,” I whisper. “Please, Pa… don’t die on me. Don’t leave me.”

      His eyes flutter open. Even his irises look like they’ve lost color. Is that what it looks like when the life drains from someone’s body?

      “Someone help,” I cry out, trying to raise my voice over my own sobs. “Someone help—”

      “No,” Pa croaks, his jowls jerking from the effort of speaking. “Don’t. No one can see. Inside… inside… house.”

      I look around at the dark, suburban quiet of our neighborhood.

      Three other homes are dotted around the loop. No lights turn on. No one comes out. Nothing moves.

      How is it possible that my world imploded into chaos and not a damn soul has noticed?

      “I can’t,” I plead. “If I let go now, you’ll bleed out.”

      “Call T… Tris… Tristan,” he stammers, spit and blood spewing from his mouth.

      My insides twist uncomfortably. “Tristan?” I balk. “Pa, no. Not him.”

      “Do it, Saoirse!” His eyes are wild. Terrified.

      Ignoring his instructions, I grab hold of him and try to hoist him to his feet. My arms nearly give way from the struggle, but I manage to get him upright.

      He leans against me, replacing my hand with his own against the gunshot wound on his lower stomach.

      Together, we clumsily stumble for the front door.

      He’s still alive. He can walk. He can talk. He can think.

      Maybe we’ll survive this.

      But we’re a long way from in the clear just yet.

      I get him as far as the carpet in the living room before my arms give out only a few feet away from the couch. His knees keel forward and I do all I can to cushion his landing a little.

      “Call him,” Pa says again as he gasps on the floor. “Quickly…”

      I ignore him again. I’m not calling that son of a bitch. We don’t need him.

      I get to my feet and rush into the kitchen, pretending not to understand his frustrated growls.

      I grab an old sheet and cut out a long strip before rushing back into the living room. Then I use the strip to tamp down on the bleeding, hoping that if I apply enough pressure, it’ll stop.

      “Argh,” Pa moans pitifully as I push the fabric into the wound.

      It strikes me that I have no fucking clue what I’m doing right now.

      “I have to call 112,” I mutter. “You need an ambulance.”

      “No!” Pa insists, his eyes roiling with anger and pain. “Tristan Rearden.”

      I take a deep breath and bend my head down.

      It’s no secret that I don’t like the man. He may be a cop, but he’d definitely not one of the good ones.

      “But—”

      “Fucking do it, girl!” he bleats.

      Fine. So be it.

      With my hands still shaking, I look around for the phone. When I find it, I have to take a deep breath before my hands are steady enough to dial in Tristan’s number.

      Pa forced me to memorize his number a year ago.

      In case of emergencies, he’d told me.

      I suppose this qualifies.

      “Hello?”

      His voice is as sharp and clipped as I expected.

      “Tristan,” I stammer. “This is Saoirse Connelly.”

      There’s a moment of silence. “Saoirse Connelly. You’re the last person I expected to hear from.”

      And with good fucking reason.

      “I’m sorry to call but there’s been a… Something’s happened.”

      “What happened?” he asks.

      “Pa’s been shot.”

      Silence.

      “Did you hear me?” I say, very nearly losing grip of the phone. “He’s bleeding out on the living room floor. Please… He wanted me to call you.”

      Silence.

      “Are you still there?”

      “I’ll be there in ten minutes. Make sure he stays awake.”

      The line goes dead. I rush back over to Pa. His eyes are still open, but they keep fluttering closed every few seconds.

      “Pa, you need to stay awake, okay?” I tell him. “Please just let me call the paramedics.”

      “No,” he insists. “It has to be Tristan.”

      I don’t argue with him. I don’t want him using what little strength he has left fighting with me.

      I do the only things I can do at this moment.

      I sit.

      I wait.

      I try not to relive the last half hour before Pa was shot.

      I will myself not to see the O’Sullivan boy’s pale blue eyes as he called my name. There was a message in his tone when he said it.

      Was there an apology hidden somewhere?

      Was there remorse? Sympathy?

      Or am I just a stupid girl imagining feelings when there’s nothing there?

      He left me in the dirt with my father in my arms. That much is certain.

      But he didn’t want to go.

      I don’t know how or why I know that. I just do.

      Cillian O’Sullivan.

      I’ve never heard of him before. But his last name is familiar. It’s spoken in hushed whispers throughout the city.

      Cillian O’Sullivan.

      It’s seared on my mind like scar tissue.

      The front door slams open. I yelp with shock as Tristan steps into the living room.

      He’s tall and broad with a strong but doughy build. Dark hair, almost black, sort of messily curling around his big head. His eyes are watery gray, but his lips are constantly on the move in a way that reminds me of a wild animal hunting for its next meal.

      He doesn’t even glance at Pa. He looks only at me as he moves closer. His tongue runs over his thin lips as he squats to the floor and puts his hand on my shoulder.

      “You did the right thing calling me,” he croons in a voice that’s far too calm for the circumstances.

      I glance towards Pa, mostly because I can’t stand looking at Tristan.

      “He wouldn’t let me call the cops or the paramedics.”

      “They’ll ask questions,” Tristan explains condescendingly. “Questions your pa won’t be able to answer. The people I call won’t ask questions.”

      “Call them.”

      He flinches at my tone. “I already have. They’ll be here to collect him shortly.”

      “How bad is it?” I can’t help but ask.

      For the first time, Tristan looks down at Pa. I look with him.

      I can’t help but notice how drained he looks. How old. He barely looks like himself without all the ruddy redness in his cheeks.

      “He’ll live,” Tristan says dismissively.

      He gets to his feet and scans the room. I try and ignore him, but he has the kind of gaze that burns.

      He’s been around for years. Practically my whole life. Lingering on the periphery for as long as I can remember.

      And how do I feel about that?

      For a long time, indifferent.

      Until a few years ago. Around the time I’d turned fourteen and he’d started looking at me with something else in his gaze.

      Something new.

      Something threatening.

      From then on, his presence became oppressive. Invasive.

      Even now, with my father bleeding out in front of me, that look is still there.

      I can sense Tristan’s eyes scouring over my body, reveling in the knowledge that I called him in my time of need.

      Never mind that I had no fucking choice.
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      When his men arrive, four in total, they’re all dressed in uniform. They’re all wearing police badges.

      But I trust none of them. None of them make me feel safe.

      Tristan is right about one thing, though: they don’t ask questions.

      They bandage Pa up and hoist him onto a gurney.

      I follow them outside. Just as I’m about to step into the back of the ambulance, Tristan puts his arm out and blocks me.

      “What are you doing?”

      “They’ve got him well taken care of,” Tristan tells me. “And it’s crowded in the back there. I’ll drive you to the hospital myself.”

      “That’s not necessary.”

      He doesn’t respond. He shuts the ambulance doors on Pa and taps the back of the vehicle twice.

      “Wait!” I cry.

      But my words are lost in the roar of the engine.

      I turn to him in shock. “I need to be with my father.”

      “What a devoted daughter you are,” he says with that leer I loathe so much. “I wouldn’t dream of keeping you from his side. I only want what’s best for you, Saoirse.”

      His gaze drops to my chest and I take an instinctive step back.

      “Where’s your car?” I ask. “Let’s follow them.”

      He smiles. “So impatient,” he says. “Don’t worry, we will follow them. But I need a drink of water first. You wouldn’t deny me that, would you? Not after everything I’ve done for you?”

      I push back a loose curl that’s fallen over my left eye. He watches the movement with fascination.

      Again, he runs his tongue over his thin upper lip.

      He’s been watching me this way for years now.

      The thought of exposing my back to him feels wrong. It’s like closing your eyes on the predator stalking you.

      But I have no choice.

      I walk into the house, keenly aware that Tristan is shadowing my every move.

      He follows me right into the kitchen and takes a seat at the tilted round table while I pour him a tall glass of water. I pass it to him silently and he accepts it without a word.

      Now that he’s got it, he doesn’t seem very interested in drinking.

      “You look different,” he remarks.

      I grit my teeth. “That might have something to do with the fact that my father was just shot right in front of me.”

      “No,” he demurs without hesitation. “That’s not it.”

      “Then I don’t know what to tell you.”

      He takes a sip of water.

      “You wanna tell me what happened?” he asks.

      I tense. “I don’t really know. Everything happened so fast.”

      “Try and remember.” It sounds like a threat.

      “A couple of guys showed up,” I tell him, staying by the sink. “Apparently, Pa owed them money.”

      “What were their names?” he asks.

      “I don’t know.”

      My answer surprises even me. I’m not sure why I don’t give the O’Sullivans up. I owe them nothing.

      Except that it feels like I do.

      “You don’t know?” Tristan repeats.

      “I heard them mention the name ‘Kinahan’ a couple of times.”

      “Kinahan, huh?” Tristan muses. “Interesting.”

      He has the demeanor of a man who’s never fazed, but I can sense that he’s curious about what happened here today.

      “Any other names?”

      “Brody,” I reply.

      “Murtagh?”

      “I think so.”

      “Your father certainly has a way of getting himself into trouble, doesn’t he?”

      “What do you mean?”

      He looks at me with a nasty smile on his face. “Owing the Kinahans is never a good thing,” he tells me. “Especially now that they’re under Brian Murtagh’s thumb.”

      I feel my body go cold, wondering how much more danger Pa is in, considering he also owes the O’Sullivans.

      There’s no way I’ll be able to pay back the debt he owes.

      Still, I don’t have the same kind of fear attached to the O’Sullivans as I do with the Kinahans.

      Maybe because of Cillian O’Sullivan’s eyes. Beneath the cockiness, beneath the fire, he had kind eyes. The type that seem like they’re laughing even when he’s not.

      “So Brody showed up to collect and good ol’ Padraig didn’t have the cash.”

      I nod my head.

      “Well, that makes sense,” Tristan says. “The Murtaghs are ruthless when it comes to money. If you don’t pay up, you die.”

      He frowns then, as if something is puzzling him.

      “Why not finish the job, though?” he asks. “Why leave him alive?”

      A chill runs down my spine as I contemplate what might have happened if the O’Sullivans hadn’t been there.

      About what might still be happening.

      “I… I don’t know…” Another thought pierces through my panic. “Do you think Pa’s still in danger?”

      “Has he paid them back?” Tristan asks rhetorically.

      “Tristan, he’s an old man. He’s in the hospital now. He has no way to defend himself,” I argue, shoving myself off the counter. “What if they try to kill him in the hospital?”

      “It’s a possibility,” Tristan says with a shrug.

      There’s not even a glimmer of humanity in his cold eyes. Instead, there’s calculation.

      “I don’t know what to do,” I whisper honestly. “What do I do?”

      “You need to ask for help,” he tells me.

      I feel my heart sink.

      “I have no one.” I say that because I’m not prepared to acknowledge that he’s the only person I can ask.

      “No one?” Tristan asks, raising one dark eyebrow. “What am I, then?”

      What is he?

      He’d been a rookie-in-training when Pa left the police force. That was sixteen years ago. Now, he’s a thirty-five-year old man who looks at me as though I’m about to be his next meal.

      “You’re… a friend,” I say cautiously.

      “A friend?” he says in mock offense. “Is that all I am to you?”

      I have to try very hard to stop myself from cringing. “You’re a friend of the family,” I elaborate. “Pa thinks of you as family.”

      He snorts. “Your father looks at me as a convenient connection,” Tristan dismisses. “He knows I have influence, and he knows he needs all the help he can get. So he keeps me around under the guise of friendship.”

      I’m shocked by his honesty, but I’m also nervous of it.

      If, after all this time, Tristan is having an honest conversation with me, there’s bound to be a catch.

      “That’s not true,” I lie. “He cares for you.”

      “But do you care for me, Saoirse?” he asks.

      No.

      “Yes.”

      He smiles. “That wasn’t very convincing.”

      I can feel new panic start to surface. I realize I’ve never actually been alone with Tristan before. Not like this. There was always someone else in the house.

      “I don’t really know you,” I point out.

      “Do you want to know why I stuck around all these years, Saoirse?” he asks. “Do you want to know why I allowed myself to be used by your father, even when I knew he was a useless lout who would never be of any use to society?”

      The panic turns to fear.

      It claws at my throat and swallows up all the courage I thought I possessed.

      “Because of you, Saoirse,” he tells me. “Even as a child, I noticed you. You were neglected, oftentimes ignored. But I saw you.”

      The words sound beautiful.

      So why do they leave me with an imminent feeling of dread?

      Why do I feel like his interest, his so-called concern for me is sinister?

      “I saw the quiet, thoughtful kid and I knew I had to stick around. To protect you.”

      “I don’t need protection,” I rasp through dry lips.

      “Clearly, you do,” Tristan tuts. “You just said it: you have no one else. If you did, I wouldn’t be here.”

      “Tristan…”

      He stands up and I break off.

      He’s still several feet away from me, but I feel claustrophobic already.

      “How old are you now?” he asks.

      I almost gag on the answer. “Eighteen.”

      “Eighteen,” he says with a pleased nod. “You’re finally a woman.”

      He takes a step towards me. I freeze.

      “Tristan, please,” I beg. “I need to see my father.”

      A flash of annoyance passes across his cold grey eyes. “Here I am, pouring my heart out to you, and all you can think of is your father?”

      He makes it sound like my preoccupation is rude.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, because his excessive calm right now hints at a darker side. A volatile temper that I’m not equipped to deal with right now. “I just want to make sure he’s okay.”

      “I told you I’d take care of him, didn’t I?” Tristan says, taking another step towards me. “And I’ll never break my promises, Saoirse. Not to you.”

      My back hits the kitchen wall and I press myself against it.

      Please… no. Don’t come any closer.

      But I know saying those words out loud will cost me.

      Worse still, they might cost my father.

      “You trust me, don’t you, Saoirse?” he whispers.

      His hand reaches out and pushes back a stray curl of hair. He tucks it back behind my ear slowly. It reminds me of Brody Murtagh.

      He touched me with the same sense of ownership that Tristan does.

      They’re men who believe they have the right to take whatever they want.

      “Yes,” I lie.

      I don’t think he cares about sincerity.

      He wants only one answer from me, and because I’m powerless, I have no choice but to give it to him.

      It makes me want to gag on the word, but I do it anyway.

      Do it for Pa.

      “You are so beautiful,” he croons. He pulls his hand back slowly. “The most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

      I’m relieved that he’s no longer touching me, but his body is now only inches from mine. The relief lasts only a few short seconds before the dread sinks back in.

      “I’m only eighteen,” I protest. “I’m hardly a woman yet.”

      He smiles, and I don’t know why, but I can’t help but compare his smile with Cillian O’Sullivan’s.

      The difference is night and day.

      Cillian smiles with his eyes. And when he does, there’s no agenda behind them.

      But not with Tristan. There’s all sorts of evil intention lurking beneath his snake-like smile.

      “Oh, I beg to differ,” Tristan says. “But I can understand why you might not feel like a woman.”

      He reaches out again, ignoring me when I lean away from him.

      This time, his fingers brush along my lower lip. He plucks my lip between two fingers and presses down hard enough that it’s painful.

      “It’ll take a real man to make you feel like a woman.”

      Nausea bubbles up inside me like poison. I twist away from him and walk out of his reach.

      “I don’t want to ‘feel like a woman,’” I say. “I want to see my father.”

      And beyond that, I want to get out of this city.

      I want to make a new life for myself.

      Far away from the machinations of men.

      Tristan sighs. “Alright, my dear,” he says. “Let’s go.”

      “Now?” I ask, hoping against hope he isn’t kidding.

      “Of course. Isn’t that what you wanted?”

      “I… Yes. Yes, it is.”

      He smiles again. “See?” he says. “I plan on giving you everything you want. More importantly, I plan on giving you everything you need.”

      I don’t stop to think about what that means. About what the difference between those two things might be.

      I just turn and head back towards the front door.

      But even when I’m out of his sight, I can still feel his eyes on me.

      Watching.

      Always watching.
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      Ma and Da never fight.

      Not in the history of their thirty-year marriage have I heard them argue with each other.

      Or maybe they’ve just always fought in the shadows. Swathed in silence.

      And I’m finally old enough to see through the bullshit.

      Tonight, though, is different.

      Their voices seep through the walls. Raised. Tense. Lashing back and forth in fury.

      “Master Cillian.”

      I turn to find Quinn regarding me with his cool, expressionless gaze.

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      “I can’t begin to tell you, Master Cillian,” he says suavely. “I am nothing more than a humble employee.”

      I give him a skeptical smirk. “Let’s not play that game, old boy,” I say. “Nothing happens in this place without you knowing about it.”

      “I’m flattered that you think so, but—”

      “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “Perhaps you should speak to your parents yourself, sir,” Quinn suggests.

      Fucker.

      He knows I’m not about to barge in there and interrupt their argument.

      What does he think I am: an idiot?

      I realize a second later that that’s probably exactly what he thinks.

      I don’t exactly have a reputation for being the most serious of Ronan’s sons.

      “I’ll catch them another time,” I remark, walking around Quinn. “Don’t wanna break up the party, y’know?”

      Quinn doesn’t so much as crack a smile.

      I scour the mansion before realizing that Sean is nowhere to be found. I’ve just tucked Kian into bed for the night. Little coot had demanded five different bedtime stories before he finally drifted off to sleep.

      I go back upstairs and head straight to Sean’s room. It’s the largest and grandest of any of the O’Sullivan children—no doubt another subtle sign about the weight of the expectations on his shoulders.

      Light peeks out from underneath the door, so I push it open and walk inside.

      I take one step in and stop short.

      “What the hell?”

      Sean’s standing at the foot of his bed. Directly in front of him is an open suitcase chock full of clothes. I spy his favorite jeans, neatly folded on top of the pile.

      “Cillian…” Sean’s tone is soft. Laced with pain.

      “Sudden work trip?” I ask innocently.

      “It’s not a work trip.”

      I frown, unease creeping up my spine.

      “What’s going on?” I press. “Does this have something to do with why Ma and Da are fighting?”

      Sean sighs.

      “I wish I had more time,” he says. “Time to explain things properly. Time to say goodbye.”

      “Goodbye?” I say in confusion. “What the fuck are you talking about, mate?”

      Sean squares his shoulders and turns to face me.

      There’s resignation in his eyes.

      It scares the fuck out of me.

      “I’m leaving, little brother.”

      I laugh. “Leaving? Where? Got a hot date?”

      “I’ll figure it out when I get to the airport,” he says seriously.

      “I’m waiting for the punchline.”

      “You forget, little brother,” Sean says sadly. “You’re the one with the sense of humor.”

      I can practically feel the blood drain out of my face.

      “You’re serious about this?” I ask. “You’re really leaving?”

      “Yes.”

      He doesn’t so much as blink when he replies. It feels so fucking huge, so fucking weighty for so small a word.

      “Sean,” I say. “Why?”

      “Why?” he repeats. “Cillian, you know why.”

      Do I?

      Do I know why he’s leaving?

      My mind tries to search back through the years, but I keep hitting dead ends. So I settle instead on the walk back to the mansion this afternoon.

      I saw the desperation in his eyes. I’d noticed the look. The one that told me he was trapped.

      Trapped by circumstance. By guilt. By the overwhelming intensity of the role that was thrust onto him years ago when he was just a thought. Just an idea. Not even born yet.

      I’d seen it when he’d told me how many people he had killed over the years.

      But I’d ignored it all.

      I’d explained it away. Laughed it off.

      “Is this about what happened with Padraig?” I ask. “It was an accident, Sean. It happens.”

      “Yes and no,” Sean says. “It is about that. And at the same time, it’s about so much more.”

      “It’s part of the job.”

      “Exactly!” he crows fiercely, his eyes blazing with an intensity that I haven’t seen from him in years. “Exactly. It’s all part of the job. Death, violence, pain—they will always be part of the job.”

      He fixes me with a mournful gaze.

      “I don’t want to do it anymore,” he whispers. “I don’t want to be a part of it.”

      For the first time in as long as I can remember, I’m at a loss for words.

      “Da’s not just gonna let you walk away,” I say finally.

      Sean shakes his head. “You think he’s gonna force me to stay?” he asks. “You think he’s going to make me be don?”

      I think about that for a second.

      Sean’s right. The responsibility of don is too great to force on someone who refuses to accept it. There’s too much at stake for someone who’s no good.

      But that’s just it—Sean is good at it.

      “You’re a natural at all this shit,” I tell him. “This is what you were meant to do.”

      “I’m not a natural,” he says, rearing back as though I’ve just insulted him. “I’ve just endured over the years. I’ve tried to be the kind of son that Da and Ma could be proud of. But it’s taken too much out of me. I don’t have much left to give.”

      I search his face.

      “How have I not seen this before?” I ask, mostly to myself.

      But Sean answers anyway.

      “Because you’re eighteen, Cillian,” he says, with a small knowing smile. “You were busy being a kid, a teenager. You were busy living.”

      “Is this about Orla?” I ask suddenly. “She left you because she couldn’t deal with this lifestyle.”

      Sean hesitates for a moment.

      “It’s not specifically about Orla,” he says. “It’s more about what she represented. A normal life. An uncomplicated lifestyle. A sense of the ordinary. That’s what she wanted, but she couldn’t have that with me.”

      “And that’s what you want now.”

      “Maybe it is,” Sean muses. “I haven’t figured out what I want yet. But the point is, I know what I don’t want.”

      I shake my head in disbelief. “What the fuck is so great about being ordinary?” I demand. “It’s fucking boring.”

      Sean puts his hand on my shoulder. I have to resist the urge not to shake him off.

      “Maybe that’s what I want to be,” Sean says. “I’m not like you.”

      “Since when?”

      “Since she died,” he says in a low voice.

      My chest tightens. Sean never talks about her.

      Maybe that’s why I’ve allowed myself to forget the toll her death has taken on the entire family.

      “You were a child,” Sean says. “But I remember. I remember everything.”

      “Sean…”

      “I don’t want to spend my life fighting,” he says, cutting me off. “I don’t want to command men. I don’t want to be responsible for their lives.”

      “What about us?” I ask selfishly. “You’re just gonna leave us?”

      “Kian and you are gonna be fine.”

      “You can’t know that.”

      “I know you,” Sean points out. “Under all that jokey bullshit, you’re more like Da than I am.”

      I rear back like he slapped me. “Seriously, you’re gonna insult me before running out on the family?”

      He smiles. “I’m not running out on anyone. I’m leaving. For the first time, I get to decide what I want for myself.”

      My expression falls back into seriousness. “You know that’s not how it works in this family,” I remind him. “We rely on each other. Our lives are all interconnected.”

      “I won’t make a good don, Cillian,” he says. “I don’t have what it takes.”

      “You’ve done it so far.”

      “And it’s killing me slowly. Just because I hide it well doesn’t mean I don’t feel the pressure.”

      “I can help you—”

      “No,” Sean says. “I realized something in the study while Da was yelling at me. I’ve been disappointing him for years. I see it in his eyes every time he looks at me. And what does Da do when he’s disappointed in someone?”

      I pause. “I don’t…”

      “He gets rid of them,” Sean says. “He doesn’t tolerate incompetence. He never has. The man is unyielding.”

      “What’s your point?”

      “My point is that if I weren’t his son, he’d have dismissed me a long time ago. He’s holding out hope because he’s my father.”

      “So what are you saying?” I press. “You’re doing this for him?”

      “I’m stepping aside,” Sean says. “I’m handing over the reins.”

      I stop short, realization dawning slowly.

      With Sean stepping down, the mantle of heir falls on the next in line.

      Me.

      Sean smiles slowly. “You’ve always been a little slow, haven’t you?”

      “I can’t be the don,” I say immediately.

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t… I was never meant to be.”

      “You’ll learn on the job,” Sean tells me. “You’re more suited to the role than I ever was.”

      “How the fuck do you figure that?”

      “It doesn’t touch you like it does with me,” Sean says. “It doesn’t linger with you like it does with me. You’ll be able to do the job, and you’ll do it well. I wouldn’t be leaving now if I didn’t think you could do this.”

      “Fuck,” I breathe, running my hands through my hair.

      This is really happening.

      “There’s nothing I can say to convince you to stay?” I ask desperately.

      “No.”

      “You don’t have to leave,” I say quickly. “You can still be here with us. It doesn’t mean you to have to take over one day.”

      Sean cocks his head to the side. “If you’re gonna be the next don, you can’t afford to be so naïve.”

      “Fuck you.”

      Sean smiles.

      It strikes me suddenly that I’ve never seen him smile so much in one conversation. I study his face carefully, noticing the subtle changes that have transformed him in the last few hours.

      He looks lighter.

      That’s the only way I can describe it.

      “I don’t want you to leave,” I say honestly.

      Sean puts both his hands on my shoulders. “We will always be brothers,” he says. “Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”

      “What about Kian?” I ask. “You’re going to leave without saying goodbye?”

      Sean’s face falls. “He won’t understand, Cillian.”

      “For fuck’s sake, I barely understand.”

      Sean sighs deeply. “This is hard for me, too. All my life I’ve been surrounding by you shits. I don’t want to leave you and Kian behind.”

      “And yet…”

      “Don’t be an asshole.”

      I smile, but it feels stiff. “I’ll try and explain it to him.”

      “Tell him I’m sorry,” Sean says. “Tell him I love him.”

      “You’ll come back right?” I ask. “One day?”

      “Maybe. Maybe.”

      But he doesn’t meet my gaze as he turns back to his suitcase. He closes it and zips it up before pulling it off the bed.

      “Wanna walk me to the bus station?” Sean asks.

      “Scared of the dark?” I ask. “Maybe you’re right to leave. No don has ever been quite such a nancy as you are.”

      “Asshole,” Sean says, lightly punching me in the arm.

      I cover my burgeoning sense of loss with a painfully forced laugh and follow Sean out of his room. He makes a point of stopping and shutting the door decisively behind him.

      I swallow the lump in my throat and we walk downstairs.

      We’re at the front door when I see a shadow appear at the corner of the passageway that leads to Da’s study.

      It’s Ma.

      She takes a step forward. She looks drawn and tired, though her eyes are dry.

      She sees us there. The bag in Sean’s hand. The look in his eyes.

      And she knows at once.

      “Ma,” Sean says, turning to her.

      I brace myself, waiting for—hell, I’m not sure what. But something.

      I get nothing. She just gives him a small nod.

      “Stay safe, my son,” she says.

      Then she turns and disappears down the passageway.

      Sean stands there for a few seconds longer, as though he needs to process the enormity of the decision he’s making.

      Then takes a deep breath and walks out the door.

      I have no choice but to follow him.

      “That wasn’t a real goodbye,” I say, unable to keep my mouth shut.

      “Ma is as much a don in this house as Da is,” Sean tells me. “It was more than I expected.”
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        * * *

      

      The walk to the bus station is quiet. Neither one of us even suggest taking a car. Walking will take longer and I want these last few moments with my brother to stretch out for as long as possible.

      The night air is chilly, but I’m glad for it.

      It lends a numbness to my body that I’m craving at this moment.

      “Do you think I can do it?” I ask suddenly, breaking the morose silence.

      “Of course,” Sean says without hesitation. “Without a doubt. So long as you’re not distracted by beautiful redheads.”

      I snort with laughter. “She was beautiful, wasn’t she?”

      “A fucking vision,” Sean agrees. “You were salivating at one point.”

      “Fuck you.”

      Sean throws me a sideways smile. “Will you check on her for me? The both of them?”

      My body tenses suddenly. Does he know that I’d been planning on doing just that? Is this his subtle way of giving me his approval?

      “I… yes,” I agree. “I can do that.”

      “If her father dies…”

      “That wasn’t a killing shot.”

      “If he dies,” Sean insists, “just… make sure she’s okay. Make sure she knows that I didn’t… didn’t mean to…”

      He doesn’t finish his sentence, and I realize he can’t.

      Guilt can weigh heavy on a person. Especially one with a conscience.

      “You’re too good for this life, brother.”

      He smiles. “That’s kind of you,” he says. “But that’s not the word I’d use.”

      “What is the word you’d use?”

      “I’m a coward, little brother,” Sean says.

      “That’s not fucking true,” I say, furious that he would even use the word.

      He doesn’t take it back.

      “If I weren’t a coward, I’d have stayed and spoken to the men. I would have found the girl, apologized to her myself. I would have said goodbye to Kian.”

      “That doesn’t mean a damn—”

      “Instead, I’ve passed the responsibility to you, my younger brother,” Sean tells me. “Because I know you’re twice the man I am.”

      “Jesus,” I say. “Are you trying to make me fucking cry?”

      Sean laughs. “I won’t tell if you do.”

      The bus station is quiet when we arrive. There are three buses in the lot, only one of which is scheduled to leave in the next few minutes.

      Sean buys a ticket. I walk him to the front door of the idling vehicle.

      His expression warms as he turns to me. “I’ll see you around, kid.”

      He hasn’t used “kid” on me since I surpassed him in height three years ago. My eyes mist up as I reach out and wrap my arms around him.

      He returns the hug for a long minute before he finally breaks it.

      When we part and he sees my unshed tears glistening in the overhead light, he smiles softly.

      “If you tell anyone about this, I’ll fucking kill you,” I warn him.

      He chuckles. “I believe you.”

      “I’m practically don now,” I tell him. “I have unlimited resources at my disposal.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      He pats my shoulder and gets onto the first step of the bus. “Don’t hate me too much,” he requests, glancing back at me over his shoulder.

      “Never.”

      “And take care of them for me,” he says. “All of them.”

      I nod. Sean mounts the final stair.

      Turns.

      Slips deeper into the bus.

      Then the doors close on him with a final wheeze. I stand dead still as the bus slowly pulls out of the massive lot.

      I expect the loss to engulf me immediately, but it doesn’t.

      I just linger there, feeling numb.

      I wait for it to hurt me.

      As the bus picks up speed.

      As it rounds the corner.

      As it turns into a tiny dot on the horizon, and then to nothing at all.

      And after all that, when the hurt still isn’t there, I start walking back home. To a house that will never be the same again.
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        * * *

      

      I’m almost halfway home when I hear a high-pitched mewling next to the high fence that lines one side of the pavement.

      I pause for a moment before the owner of the grating sound makes an appearance.

      It’s a tiny, malnourished kitten. Its’ fur is dappled white and ginger and it stares at me with big brown eyes.

      “What do you want?” I croak. My voice cracks from the cold.

      The kitten just purrs helplessly at me.

      I take a step forward, and the creature coils up low on its paws. But it doesn’t bolt like I expected it to.

      I crouch down and run my fingers through his mangy fur. After a few seconds, it relaxes a little.

      “Do you have a name?” I ask. “Ginger, maybe. No? Too on the nose, huh?”

      I sigh and straighten up.

      He mewls again.

      “I have enough problems, buddy,” I inform the kitten matter-of-factly. “And you’re not one of them.”

      I start walking again.

      The mewling follows me down the street.

      “Whoa, whoa,” I say, turning around and glaring down at the tiny thing. “Did you not just hear me? I’m not gonna take you home with me. You’re not my responsibility. Who do you think I am, Sean?”

      The moment I say his name, the loss that I’d been waiting for back at the bus depot hits me.

      It hits me so hard that I feel my stomach plummet and my heart rate skyrocket.

      I’ve had my big brother around my entire life. He was the one constant that I could count on. My first friend. My first protector.

      The one person who stood between me and the force that was Ronan O’Sullivan.

      I’m not even sure who I am without Sean.

      But I am sure of who he is.

      And I wished I’d had the forethought, the fucking presence of mind to have told him that when he was standing in front of me.

      He’s no coward.

      He’s not weak.

      He’s kind. Resilient. Strong. Compassionate.

      He’s the bravest fucking person I know.

      He’s choosing to walk away from everything and everyone he’s ever known—solely because his conscience wouldn’t let him play a role he didn’t believe in.

      Whereas I’m the kind of guy who walks away from a stray kitten because looking after it would be too damn inconvenient.

      Sean would never. Sean brought home a stray dog with severe trauma and tried to rehabilitate it despite everyone else telling him it was a lost cause.

      And when the cause was finally lost, what did Sean do? He looked that fucking dog in the eye when he shot him.

      Then he’d buried the animal himself.

      That is the kind of man my brother is.

      That is the kind of man I want to be one day, whenever the hell I grow up.

      It’s the first time I’ve ever thought about growing up as something to aspire to.

      But sometimes, time doesn’t change you.

      Moments do.

      And in this moment, staring down at this ratty little kitten, I feel myself changing.

      I bend down and scoop the cat up with one hand. I hold him close to my body as I walk back to the mansion. He purrs contentedly the entire time. Far from being annoying, I actually find it soothing.

      Despite the hour, the house is still lit up when I enter.

      I head to the kitchen and pour some milk into a saucer. I’m watching the kitten drink when I feel a shadow at my back.

      “Ma.”

      “You bought home a stray,” she observes.

      “It’s what Sean would have done.”

      She walks into the kitchen, rounds in front of me, and her blue eyes find mine. She already looks like she hasn’t slept for days.

      “That is the last time you’ll mention his name,” she tells me.

      Her voice doesn’t shake. Not even a little.

      Sometimes I wonder if Ma gets her strength from Da, or if it’s the other way around.

      “Are those your orders?” I ask. “Or Da’s?”

      “We are one and the same in this matter.”

      “Then what were you arguing about before?” I challenge.

      Her eyes turn cold. “That is none of your concern.”

      Of course it isn’t. It’s never mattered how fiercely they disagree—Ma and Da always put up a united front.

      I used to think it was one of their biggest strengths.

      Now, I see how dangerous it is. How toxic.

      “I won’t ever stop talking about my brother,” I tell her defiantly.

      “My son…” she murmurs, using the same tone she used to use on Sean all the time. She reaches out to cup my face in her hand.

      I flinch back.

      She ignores me, her hand coming to rest gently against the side of my face.

      “You are the heir now,” she says softly. “Don’t let us down.”

      It’s less a command and more of a plea.

      And I feel it then—what Sean felt.

      The weight of it all.

      The responsibility.

      I close my eyes and try to push it back.

      Before it crushes me whole.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Saoirse

          

          Three Days Later—Clontarf Hospital—Dublin, Ireland

        

      

    

    
      I walk into Pa’s hospital room and stop short when I see the tall, burly man standing by his bedside.

      “Ah,” Pa mumbles to him, relief coloring his features, “that’s my daughter.”

      The man turns to me. He’s wearing a crisp white shirt and dark pleated pants, but I’m mostly focused on the shining badge attached to his belt.

      My gaze flits up to his face as fear starts to pound through me.

      Is he one of the good ones?

      Or is he like Tristan?

      For now, I can’t see anything but apathy.

      But I stay alert anyway.

      “You must be Saoirse,” he says, turning to me.

      “I am.”

      “I’m Detective Mark Donahue.”

      “Detective?” More nervous energy floods my system immediately. “Is there something I can help you with?”

      “There is, actually,” he says evasively. “I have a few questions to ask you.”

      I keep my expression neutral as the detective walks towards me. I spare a glance at Pa, who’s already closed his eyes.

      But I know him well enough to know that he’s not really sleeping. He’s just feigning fatigue to avoid a conversation he doesn’t want to have.

      Not the first time he’s pulled that trick.

      “Can we step out?” I suggest. “My father needs rest.”

      “Of course. Right this way.”

      His tone borders on polite. But not quite.

      The moment we step outside of Pa’s hospital room, Donahue turns to me, all business.

      “I’m here to inquire about the incident that took place outside your home three days ago,” he starts.

      I’m not expecting this at all. I thought the whole point of involving Tristan was that I wouldn’t have to answer a lot of complicated questions.

      “I already gave a statement.”

      “To Tristan Rearden,” the detective confirms. “Yes, I know. I work closely with him.”

      Oh.

      So I can’t trust this man after all.

      I’m starting to think that should be a general rule when it comes to the male species.

      Trust none of them.

      Cillian appears in my mind, quick as a flash. Along with a thought: I could trust him. Deep in my bones, I know I could.

      Then he’s gone. And it’s just me and the detective again, all alone in this freezing corridor.

      “Okay?”

      “I just spoke to your father,” the detective continues. “He has a slightly different account of what happened.”

      I tense instantly despite myself. “What did he tell you?”

      As soon as the words leave my mouth, I wince. Why did I ask it like that? Like I have something to hide?

      The detective’s expression doesn’t change, but I can sense he’s playing closer attention to me now. He’s perceptive, this one. Doesn’t miss much. I need to be careful.

      “You told Tristan that members of the Kinahan mafia were involved in your father’s shooting,” he says. “You mentioned an individual named Brody Murtagh.”

      “Yes…”

      “Your father mentioned two other names,” the detective says. He makes a show of checking his notepad, but I know damn well he already has these names memorized. “Cillian and Sean O’Sullivan.”

      “Everything happened so fast,” I tell him with as innocent of a shrug as I can muster. “‘Kinahan’ and ‘Murtagh’ are the names I heard. So that’s what I told Tristan.”

      “So you didn’t hear either of the O’Sullivan boys’ names?”

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” I say, standing my ground.

      He eyes me carefully. “Did the O’Sullivans attack or threaten you in any way?”

      Why is he trying to steer the conversation away from the Kinahans? It’s confusing me. Making me less and less willing to talk to him. Deep in my gut, an uneasy feeling is brewing.

      “I think they came to collect a debt that my father owed them,” I tell him. “But neither one of them threatened me. The others did. The Kinahans. And Brody Murtagh.”

      “You just claimed not to have known the difference between the two groups.”

      I’m fighting hard to keep the tremor out of my voice. “Like I said, everything happened fast. They were both there to collect money, or so they claimed. All I know is that Brody Murtagh seemed intent on hurting my father and me. The O’Sullivans didn’t.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Is it?” I press in a sudden spark of defiance. “Well, I find it interesting that you’re so focused on the O’Sullivans instead of the ones that I’m telling you you should be going after.”

      “Your father just told me that he was shot by an O’Sullivan.”

      This time, I don’t react.

      “No, that’s not true.”

      The lie escapes my lips so quickly, so seamlessly, that I believe it for a moment.

      “It’s not?”

      “They were fighting, gunshots were going off, Pa was in the middle of it. He didn’t see who shot him.”

      “And you did?”

      “I did. It was one of the Kinahan men,” I say confidently.

      I don’t know why I’m protecting the O’Sullivans. I owe them nothing.

      But my instincts are kicking into survival mode and I know the only way I’m going to get my father out of the mess he’s in is to be smart.

      I’m the only one I can rely on.

      Not Pa.

      Not Tristan.

      Not even Cillian.

      Just me. No one else.

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes,” I say. “I can give you a description of what he looked like.”

      He cracks a fake-warm smile that reminds me weirdly of Brody Murtagh. “That won’t be necessary.”

      Of course not.

      “If I have more questions,” he adds, “I’ll find you.”

      Joy.

      I meet his gaze and nod. “And I’ll be happy to give you a full description of the man who shot my father as soon as you’re ready to do your job. You’ll find I have a great memory.”

      His eyes are already cold, but they ripple with understanding and an undercurrent of anger. He gives me a curt nod and walks away, leaving me standing in the broad hallway.

      Trying my best to stay strong.
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        * * *

      

      It takes several more minutes before I feel calm enough to walk back into Pa’s room.

      To my horror, he’s struggling to sit up. His face is pink and blotchy from exertion.

      “What are you doing?” I balk, rushing to his side.

      “I can’t get comfortable,” he snaps. “I hate these damn dresses.”

      “It’s called a hospital gown.”

      “I don’t like ‘em.”

      He’s only been truly conscious for about a day and a half, and for most of that time, he’s been griping about something or the other. Not that that’s so unusual for him. But it’s worse than normal. Worse than ever, really.

      “Let me adjust your pillows then,” I tell him, doing my best to stay patient.

      Once that’s done, Pa huffs and pouts. “I’m hungry.”

      I glance up at the clock. “Your next meal should be on its way any minute.”

      “I’m hungry now.”

      I close my eyes and remember to breathe.

      “Pa, what did you tell that detective who was in here just now?” I ask.

      He stops struggling for a moment. “I told him what happened,” he replies with a shrug. “It’s okay; he’s a friend of Tristan’s.”

      “So he knows that you’re indebted to the O’Sullivans and the Kinahans?” I ask.

      Pa drops his gaze. “Yes,” he says quietly. “He seemed surprised to hear about the O’Sullivans. You didn’t tell Tristan they were there?”

      “I didn’t know who they were.”

      Not strictly true, but I’d learned a long time ago that drunks are awfully bad at keeping secrets.

      “We don’t want trouble with the Kinahans, Saoirse,” he says. “They’re dangerous.”

      “I’ve heard the same about the O’Sullivans.”

      “But if we play our cards right, maybe one problem will take care of the other.”

      I frown. If we play our cards right…?

      I stare at him, wondering how his debt had become a shared burden.

      When he won at a gambling table, the money he won was always “his.”

      When he lost at a gambling table, the debt he incurred was always “ours.”

      Convenient. But I’ve learned to roll with the punches.

      It’s the price you pay for loving a narcissist.

      “I don’t trust Tristan,” I say honestly.

      Pa sighs. “He’s a smart man, Saoirse. And he’s risen up the ranks of the force fast. And—”

      “And he’s got connections to the Murtaghs and the Kinahan,” I infer.

      “Exactly,” Pa says, completely missing my bitter tone. “We need other people to get on in this world.”

      “Pa,” I plead, putting my hand on his arm, “please think about this. You don’t want to be indebted to the Kinahans. Brody Murtagh was the one who wanted you dead that day.”

      “They all did.”

      “Did they?” I ask, raising an eyebrow at him. “What happened while I was outside? What did you discuss with the other O’Sullivan brother?”

      He hesitates for a moment, and I know instinctively that whatever he’s about to tell me is a lie.

      “He was threatening me.”

      That I believed.

      “Okay? What else?”

      “He told me he’d be back for the money the next day and if I didn’t have it, he’d kill me.”

      He’s blinking too fast. For as much time as he’s spent at the card table in his life, his poker face still sucks.

      He’s lying.

      “Pa,” I say gently, squeezing his hand, “if you don’t tell me the truth, I won’t be able to help.”

      He pales. The blotchiness in his face takes on a sallow, yellowish tint.

      “There’s nothing you can do anyway, my girl,” he says softly, a subtle nip of affection in his tone.

      “I’m stronger than you think and I’m braver than you know.”

      His eyes are sad even as he smiles at the familiar words. “Your mother used to tell me that all the time.”

      “Yeah, I remember.”

      “You do?” he asks. “You were a wee little thing when she passed.”

      “I remember a lot about Ma all the same.”

      “You look like her,” Pa murmurs. “The crazy red hair. The eyes.”

      His gaze softens, moves past me and backwards in time.

      “I remember,” I whisper—more to myself than to him. “It’s funny, her face is fuzzy to me. When I remember her, I think of the pictures we have of her rather than actual memories. I can’t remember how she moved, how she smiled or laughed. But I do remember her voice. I remember things she told me. I remember the bedtime stories she read to me. And after each story, before she kissed me goodnight, she’d say that to me: You’re stronger than you think and braver than you know.”

      Pa smiles. But there’s no joy in it. It’s the saddest thing I’ve ever seen in my life. My heart cracks.

      “When she died,” he says, “she took the best part of me with her.”

      I ache from head to toe. Mostly because there are some days when I believe that’s true.

      What if your strength comes from someone else?

      The day Mama had died, I felt like I’d lost Pa right along with her. He became morose and withdrawn. He stopped trying. He gave in to all those weaknesses Mama had always curbed.

      I meet my father’s cloudy eyes. “Pa, I don’t know why, but I feel this… Call it instinct; call it a sixth sense. But I think the Kinahans are more dangerous than the O’Sullivans.”

      He blinks again. Processing that. I can already tell it doesn’t sit right with him.

      “What did the boy say to you when you were outside with him?” Pa asks.

      He doesn’t sound suspicious. Just curious.

      “He… Well, it wasn’t anything he said,” I admit. “It was in the eyes.”

      Recognition sparks across his face. Another Mama expression. Everything a person is lives in their face. It’s in the eyes.

      “Saoirse…”

      My heart sinks, and I already know what he’s going to say.

      “Trust Tristan,” he tells me, twisting our hands around so that now he’s the one holding onto me. “He’ll take care of you.”

      I shake my head. “What does that mean, Da?”

      “It means he’s got money and influence. He’s got the tools to protect you.”

      “I can protect myself.”

      “No, you can’t,” Da says without hesitation. “You’re eighteen, Saoirse. And after me, I don’t know what will become of you.”

      I frown. “In case you’ve forgotten, Da, I’m the one taking care of you most of the time.”

      It comes out harsher than I meant it to, but I refuse to take it back all the same.

      “My girl,” he mutters, “I have debts…”

      I sigh. “I know that already.”

      He shakes his head, refusing to meet my eyes. “These are the kinds of debts that won’t be forgiven if… if I die.”

      It takes me a moment to figure out what he’s trying to say. “Oh.”

      “I’m sorry, Saoirse,” he says. “I try to stop, but I can’t. It’s like I’m in a dream I can’t wake up from.”

      “It’s called an addiction for a reason, Da,” I say, trying desperately to curb my anger with patience and understanding. “We can get you treatment. There are rehab facilities—”

      “Those places are expensive,” he dismisses. “We don’t have the money to pay off our debt, much less for one of those fancy clinics.”

      I take a breath and try to ignore the growing feeling of claustrophobia in my chest. “I’ll find a way to pay off your debt,” I tell him. “Without Tristan.”

      “Saoirse, you need him.”

      I can feel the walls closing in.

      But I have to ask.

      “You owe more than just the Kinahan and the O’Sullivans, don’t you?”

      He hesitates for only a moment. Maybe the painkillers are making him honest. “Yes.”

      “How much more?”

      “I keep a ledger in the desk drawer of my bedroom,” he tells me.

      Well, at least he’s an organized gambler.

      “But, Saoirse,” he says, “you can’t tell anyone that. Not even Tristan.”

      “You really think Tristan can help get all your debt forgiven?” I ask incredulously.

      “I know he can help,” Pa says helplessly. “Somehow.”

      “Pa, he’s not the kind of man who’s going to do something just to be kind. What does he get out of helping you?”

      “He’s not as bad as you think, Saoirse,” he tells me. “He cares for me. And he cares for you.”

      Why do those words feel like a death sentence?

      I shake my head, my eyes going wide with sudden understanding. “Pa—”

      “Excuse me?”

      I blink back my tears and turn to the door towards the interruption.

      The portly blond nurse who’s been taking care of my father for the past three days walks in. She’s carrying a tray with a variety of different painkillers.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” she says with a cheerful smile that I can’t for the life of me bring myself to return. “But it’s time for medicine.”

      “I don’t want that shit,” Pa barks gruffly. “It makes me feel all confused.”

      Her smile falters slightly. “I’m sorry, sir. You don’t have the option of turning them down.”

      “I’m not taking the fucking pills,” he growls.

      I grab his arm. “Pa,” I say firmly,, “she’s just doing her job. You need to take those pills.”

      “No.”

      I turn to the nurse helplessly. She gives me a reassuring smile. She sets the tray down and leaves the room.

      But when she returns, she’s got backup. Two big, brawny male nurses in scrubs so tight they look like they’re about to burst.

      “No!” Pa roars, eyes bulging. “I don’t want those fucking pills. Saoirse, call Tristan!”

      I give his arm a final squeeze and step back from the bed to give the nurses more room.

      “No, get away from me with your devil pills!” Pa is yelling as I turn my back on him to stare out the corridor window. “No! No! No…!”

      The sounds of scuffling.

      Velcro straps.

      Beeps growing louder and louder and then—

      It all fades away.

      The nurses file back out a few minutes later. It’s quiet again. I can’t bear to lift my head up.

      “Miss?”

      I glance up to see the blond nurse gazing at me with pity. The cheerful smile is back on her face.

      “He’s going to be out for a while,” she informs me kindly. “You should go home. Get some rest yourself.”

      “If he wakes up in the night, he’ll want me.”

      “We’ll take care of him,” she assures me.

      I sigh. “He’s not gonna believe that.”

      “Well, tough,” she says. Her smile never wavers. “You’re still just a kid. You’re never gonna have a life of your own if you’re constantly trying to save his.”

      I stare at her, trying to process those words.

      She puts her hand on my shoulder. “Go home, girl,” she says softly. “If he needs you, we’ll call.”

      Then she leaves.

      I slink back in. Pa is asleep, the drugs having taken quick hold over him. All the worry lines on his face are smoothed out as he rests.

      I touch his hand, then sigh and slump into the chair at his bedside.

      God only knows how much debt is waiting for me in a little desk drawer at home.

      God only knows how we’re going to get through it all.

      “Mama,” I whisper into my hands, “I wish you were here.”

      My cell phone vibrates in my pocket. I don’t even bother checking. I know who it is.

      Tristan has been texting me constantly the last few days. He hasn’t actually paid Pa a visit—not since he’d woken up, anyway.

      But he is a constant presence. The shadow looming over my shoulder.

      I can feel him everywhere.

      “Jesus,” says a voice from the doorway. “If they want people to get better, they shouldn’t make the rooms so depressing.”

      I gasp, bolt upright, whirl around one hundred and eighty degrees.

      My eyes land on him immediately.

      I didn’t even hear him enter. But somehow, he’s in the room and the door’s shut behind him.

      “Cillian!”

      His name escapes my lips in a breath of relief.

      He smiles. It’s more tempered than it was when we first met. Less of the cockiness. More honesty in it.

      “Were you sleeping?” he asks.

      “No, no,” I say, getting to my feet. “What are you doing here?”

      I realize he’s got one hand firmly planted behind his back. He pulls it out and I half expect to see a gun.

      Instead, I see…

      “Flowers?”

      I stare at him in bewilderment.

      He smiles, his light blue eyes managing to twinkle even under the hospital room’s pathetic fluorescent lights.

      “Something to brighten up the room,” he says, handing them to me.

      I’m so stunned that I actually accept them.

      “How did you even get in?” I ask. “Non-family visitors aren’t allowed at this time.”

      He smirks. The cockiness makes him look taller somehow. “Those kinds of rules don’t usually apply to me.”

      Of course not.

      “You didn’t answer my question. My first question,” I point out, looking down at the pretty collection of roses and baby’s breath. “What are you doing here?”

      “I would have thought the answer is obvious,” he says. “I came to speak to you.”

      “About what?”

      “A few things,” he says. He trails off as he looks around the room before his eyes land on Da. “How is he?”

      Is that actual concern I hear in his voice?

      I’m hoping my preoccupation with his looks is not holding my judgement hostage.

      “He’s… not great,” I say. “He was shot, in case you don’t remember.”

      “Right,” Cillian says. “Well, that’s what happens when you play with the big dogs.”

      “Some dogs need to be put down,” I snap.

      To my surprise, he smiles.

      Again, I note that there’s something different about his smile this time. It’s not as… fully realized as the first time we’d met, if that makes any sense at all.

      “You may be right about that.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “You’re agreeing with me?”

      “Don’t sound so surprised,” he replies. “I’m a realist.”

      “You don’t look like a realist.”

      He laughs. “Is this what I get for bringing you flowers?”

      “Why did you bring me flowers?”

      “Well, I figure I played a small part in putting your father in hospital,” he says.

      I frown. “A small part?”

      “Oh, I almost forgot,” he says, putting his hand into the front pocket of his shirt and pulling out a wad of cash.

      My eyes bulge. “Oh my God…” I breathe.

      “To pay for the hospital bill. It’s a little more than a small part. But you know me, bleeding heart that I am.”

      I stare at the cash he’s holding out to me.

      But I don’t take it.

      “What’s the catch?” I demand.

      He raises his eyebrows. “How about a kiss?”

      “I knew it!”

      “I’m joking,” he laughs. “There’s no catch. The money comes without strings.”

      “Nothing comes without strings. Especially not from men. And especially not from men like you.”

      His gaze softens. “Who broke you, sweetheart?” he whispers.

      “I told you not to call me that.”

      “Saoirse, then.”

      The ways he says my name… it’s like he’s been saying it forever.

      It’s like I’ve heard him say it forever.

      I can’t even begin to parse out what that might mean.

      “You wanna get out of here?” he asks suddenly. His jade eyes are sparkling with mischief and hope and bravado and beneath it all, something soft and strong and real.

      I shouldn’t.

      I know that saying yes is a mistake.

      I have enough to deal with.

      With Pa.

      With Tristan.

      With god-only-knows-how-much debt.

      I need to turn him down. Send him on his way. Never see him again.

      But I can’t deny what’s happening in my chest. Something about meeting Cillian’s gaze is making me feel things I’ve never felt in my entire life.

      It’s all in the eyes…

      “Yes,” I tell him breathlessly. “Yes, I do.”
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      He crowds out the shadows.

      As we walk down the street, away from the hospital, I’ve been struggling to pinpoint the strange new feeling spreading through my chest.

      And that’s my conclusion.

      Cillian crowds out the shadows.

      His presence pushes out all the shit that’s followed me my whole life: Tristan and my father and the space where my mother should be.

      Like he’s an eclipse. An eclipse made of sunshine gold hair and serene blue eyes.

      I know that doesn’t make sense but it’s the only thing that connects all the dots in my head.

      And I’m not naïve, either.

      I haven’t been since Mama died.

      An eclipse can only block out the sun for so long. When it moves on, the sun remains. Oppressive and vindictive in its heat.

      He turns and fixes me with a funny look, head tilted to the side, as if he knows I’m losing myself to thoughts of doom and gloom.

      “What are you thinking?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Doesn’t seem like nothing,” Cillian remarks. “Seems like you’ve got the weight of the world on your shoulders.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “It’s in your eyes.”

      I stop short just to stare at him.

      “What did you just say?”

      He looks taken aback by my reaction. “Woah, who pissed you off?” he asks, clearly confused.

      “I, just, uh… What did you mean by that?” I ask, softening my tone a little.

      He frowns. “I just meant that I can see the worry in your eyes,” he says. “Everything you need to know about a person is always hidden there.”

      I don’t even realize I’ve taken a step towards him until I notice the tiny birthmark on the left side of his jaw. It’s small and light enough that I wouldn’t have noticed it unless I was standing so close.

      It feels intimate. Personal. Like a little secret we now share.

      And that intimacy terrifies me immediately.

      I look away from him at once and resume walking.

      “Oi! Earth to Saoirse. You gonna explain what that was about?” he asks, quickly falling into step beside me.

      “It’s not a big deal,” I demur. “Just… my mother believed that, too. She used to say it all the time.”

      “Used to, huh?” Cillian says, picking up on my phrasing. “When did you lose her?”

      “A long time ago.” I look down and away. Anything to avoid meeting his gaze.

      “And it’s been you and your pa ever since?”

      I glance up at him, brows furrowed. “Why are you so interested in my life?”

      He shrugs. “I’m a people watcher,” he replies. “In addition to being a people person.”

      I roll my eyes. “Is that right?”

      “Big time. People love me.”

      “Well, I’m people,” I retort. “And I don’t love you.”

      “You will.”

      A burst of laughter escapes my lips. It’s so sudden that it takes me by surprise.

      Cillian’s smile gets wider as he looks at me.

      When he does, I finally understand what people mean when they use the term “piercing gaze.”

      I’m skewered by those emerald eyes.

      Except that with Cillian, it doesn’t feel invasive or unwelcome.

      It feels like he’s been looking at me that way for all our lives.

      “What?” I ask when he doesn’t avert his gaze.

      “You should laugh more often,” he says quietly. “I can tell you don’t do it enough.”

      “You can tell that, can you?” I fire back. “How?”

      He opens his mouth, but I cut him off quickly.

      “And don’t say it’s in the eyes!”

      He laughs. “Damn it.”

      “Well?” I press. “Don’t tell me some corny shit either. Like, ‘A magician doesn’t reveal his secrets,’ or any garbage like that.”

      “Your resting face,” he tells me seriously. “It’s sad. Melancholy. I can tell you’re a daydreamer.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Daydreamers want to escape,” he says in a solemn rasp. “They’re trapped, so they allow their imaginations to take them to all the places they want to go but can’t.”

      I feel the laugh inside me fizzle out slowly.

      How is it possible that this stranger can know so much about me?

      Why does it feel like he can see through my façade to the person I am underneath?

      “What are you trying to figure out?” he asks.

      There it is again.

      Skewered.

      I turn away from him uncomfortably and keep walking. Our conversation keeps pulling us to sudden stops and I realize we’re still only a few feet away from the hospital.

      “Maybe I’m trying to figure you out,” I suggest.

      “Me?” he laughs. “There’s nothing to figure out. I’m an open book.”

      “Open, huh?” I ask, eyeing him with scrutiny. “Why don’t I believe you?”

      He smirks. “Because you seem like an intrinsically distrustful person.”

      “I’ve had to be.”

      “Oh, I believe you,” he chuckles. “Okay, I’ll prove it. Go ahead. Ask me anything.”

      My eyes go wide. “Really?” I ask. “Anything?”

      “Anything.”

      “Something’s changed about you,” I observe, going with the first thing that pops into my head. “Since we last saw each other, something’s changed. Is it my imagination?”

      He gives me an odd expression, one that makes me think I’m right.

      And for a second, I see him the way it seems he’s seeing me.

      Past the surface.

      Past the shimmering eyes and the easy laugh.

      To the man underneath.

      “No,” he replies quietly. “It’s not.”

      Wow.

      I really didn’t expect him to own up to that.

      “Okay,” I say, spying gardens up ahead and veering towards them instinctively. “Well, then that’s question number one. What happened?”

      “Jesus,” he breathes. “I kinda thought you’d start off with a simple question. Like, ‘Have you ever murdered anyone? What’s your darkest secret? Do you love your ma?’ That kind of thing.”

      I give him a sheepish smile. “Are you going to answer me or not?”

      Cillian picks up his pace suddenly and vaults over the low brick wall that separates the street from the gardens. He grins at me from the other side and offers me his hand.

      I give him a glare, ignore his hand, and mimic his jump.

      When my feet land on the other side of the brick wall opposite him, I give him a smug smile.

      “Damn,” he whistles. “That was sexy.”

      I roll my eyes to hide the blush that races up my cheeks. Then I walk deeper into the perfectly pruned garden, forcing Cillian to follow behind me.

      “Where are you going?” he asks.

      “I can hear water,” I tell him over my shoulder. “Come on.”

      I was right. The trickle of water is coming from a circular pond in the center of the garden. It’s manmade but I’ll take what I can get.

      Three benches encircle the water feature in a sort of inverted triangle. I take a seat on one of them and Cillian sits down next to me.

      The benches aren’t particularly long, so it leaves only about half a foot of space between us. Every time either one of us moves, our shoulders inevitably make contact.

      Cillian doesn’t seem in the least affected by it.

      So I pretend the same is true for me.

      “The floor is yours, y’know,” I say, making sure he knows I haven’t forgotten that he has a question to answer.

      Cillian sighs. “Alright. I’ll tell you,” he says. “You remember my brother from the other day?”

      “The one that shot my father?” I snap.

      His face falls. “He was aiming for Murtagh.”

      “I know,” I tell him. “That’s the only reason I’m sitting here with you right now.”

      “Noted.”

      A stale, difficult silence unfolds for a few tough seconds.

      “Anyway, go on,” I encourage.

      “Sean’s the heir,” he explains. “Um… he’s basically going to take over for my father when—”

      “I know what ‘heir’ means,” I interrupt “You don’t have to mansplain the term.”

      He chuckles under his breath. “Fuck. That is what I was doing, huh? My bad.”

      “I’ll let it slide this one time.”

      “I appreciate that,” Cillian says graciously. “Well, anyway, long story short, Sean left.”

      “Left?”

      “Left town, left the O’Sullivan clan, left the family. Left everything, basically.”

      Oh.

      Well, shit.

      “Wow,” I breathe.

      “Yeah,” Cillian murmurs. He looks relieved that I seem to have understood just how big a deal this is for him. And for his entire family.

      “Why did he leave?”

      Cillian hesitates for a moment. “Jesus, how much time do we have?”

      I smile sadly. “Complicated, huh?”

      He glances at me, probably contemplating just how much he should reveal. How much he should keep secret.

      “Can I trust you?” he ventures finally.

      “Really? You’re asking me that?”

      He cocks his head to the side and waits with an arched eyebrow.

      “You can trust me,” I assure him.

      He nods like that’s all he needed.

      Then he clears his throat and continues. “Sean has… Well, he’s always been a little different. I actually thought that he was the perfect heir to the throne because of those differences. He’s stoic and thoughtful and… super fucking serious.”

      I nod, remembering the difference between the two brothers the day they’d barged into my life.

      Sean had been stony-faced. Darkened with internal shadows.

      Cillian was cocky and arrogant and bright. Making things up as he went along.

      The two couldn’t have been more different.

      “But now, I realize that’s exactly why he can’t do this. He doesn’t want to be the don. He never has.”

      “And that’s a bad thing?”

      “To my parents, it’s the worst thing. You don’t just walk out on your birthright like that. You don’t just turn your back on your family.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say softly. “We were you close with him?”

      “He was my brother,” Cillian says simply, looking down at his hands.

      His shoulders hunch under the weight of his pain. I have to resist the urge to reach out and touch him.

      “You’ll see him again,” I offer.

      I have no idea if that’s true or not. But I say it anyway.

      It’s what I wish someone had been able to say to me when Mama died.

      In Cillian’s case, there’s at least a sliver of hope.

      I had none.

      “I don’t know,” he says. “I don’t think Da would let him come back.”

      “Really?”

      Cillian glances at me, and I can tell by his smile that I’ve just said something he considers naïve.

      “We’re not like other families, Saoirse,” he says. “We don’t forgive so easily.”

      “Do you?”

      He considers that for a moment. “A part of me hates him for leaving,” he admits. “But another part of me admires him for it.”

      “It’s always brave to leave everything you know and love,” I say.

      “Yes, exactly,” Cillian replies. “I had to tell Kian myself.”

      “Kian?”

      “My younger brother. He’s ten.”

      The lines of his face seem to relax into unease.

      “It didn’t go so well, did it?”

      “He yelled and threw things,” Cillian tells me. “He cursed Sean out and then he cursed me out.”

      “At ten, huh?”

      Cillian’s smile twitches. “You grow up fast in my family.”

      “So it seems.”

      He adjusts his position. Now, even without moving, our shoulders are pressed together. I don’t want to move away and give him the satisfaction of knowing that I’m aware of his proximity.

      So I ignore it.

      Heat races up and down my arm, but I ignore that, too.

      “Have you murdered anyone?” I ask abruptly.

      “Fuck,” he groans. “I knew I shouldn’t have put that in your head.”

      “Well?”

      He closes his eyes for a moment and his body goes still. “Would you judge me if I said I have?” he asks.

      “Yes.”

      “Damn it,” he growls through gritted teeth.

      “You really have killed someone?” I gasp.

      He meets my eyes levelly. I find myself transfixed and confused in equal measure.

      How can a man with such beautiful eyes be capable of doing such horrific things?

      “I have,” Cillian says quietly. “But would it help you to know that the person in question was a horrible man? That he deserved to die?”

      “You don’t get to make that call.”

      “Why not?” Cillian counters. “If I hadn’t stopped him, he would have lived free. He would have sold more children, destroyed more lives.”

      I freeze. “He was a human trafficker?”

      “That, and more.”

      I glare at him, searching for flaws in his story. “And you’re not just making this up to justify the fact that you’re a murderer?”

      “No,” he says with a wide-open expression. “I told you—I’m not a liar.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      “I believe you.”

      His smile is so bright that it puts the moon to shame.

      Then it falters.

      Just a little, but enough for me to take notice.

      “It still wasn’t easy,” he admits. “Killing him. I knew everything he’d done. I knew the kind of man he was. But killing him wasn’t easy.”

      “Good,” I say. “Killing another person should never be so easy. No matter what they’ve done.”

      Cillian nods thoughtfully. Lost in horrible memories.

      “How old were you?”

      “Sixteen,” he answers. “I was never meant to be part of the infiltration mission. But Da wanted me to join at the last minute. He said it was about time I became a man.”

      Jesus. His father sounds like a real piece of work.

      “I’m too… light-hearted for his taste. I make too many jokes. I never take things seriously enough. I think that was his way of forcing me to grow up.”

      “Did it work?”

      “Please,” Cillian snorts. “My sense of humor is my superpower. I refuse to lose it. Sometimes, I think it’s what keeps me from going insane.”

      I can’t help it—I lean in closer.

      There’s something about this boy, with his light blue eyes and his blond curls.

      He looks like he should be on the covers of magazines. But there’s depth to him. A whole labyrinth of secrets left to be uncovered.

      And I realize with a start that I want to be the one to uncover them.

      “What?”

      “What?” I ask, realizing his blue eyes are trained on me with amusement.

      “You’re staring.”

      “I am not.”

      He sighs dramatically. “It’s my fault. I’m spellbinding you with my fatal charm. It’s inevitable, really. Strike what I just told you—humor isn’t my superpower. This is.” He gestures between us to prove his point.

      I promptly slide as far away from him on the bench as I can.

      “Don’t flatter yourself,” I scoff.

      “No, no. I don’t blame you,” he laments. “After all, you’re only human.”

      I start laughing. That helps keep the blush from my cheeks.

      Because the honest truth is that he’s not that far off.

      “Stop it.”

      “What?” Cillian asks honestly. “I can see it in your eyes.”

      “You can see what in my eyes?” I demand.

      “You want to kiss me,” he says with a long-suffering sigh. “I guess that’s my lot in life. Women look at me and all they see is a piece of meat. They don’t care about what’s on the inside.”

      I punch his arm and get off the bench.

      “Hey, where are you going?” he asks, following behind me.

      “Away from you and your suffocating ego,” I retort, though I can’t keep the laugh out of my voice.

      I walk around the edge of the pond, but I can feel Cillian at my back.

      I stop and turn around so abruptly that he walks into me. The collision sends me stumbling backwards.

      I’m about to trip over a low hedge and go ass over teakettle into the pond…

      Until he reaches out and grabs me.

      He pulls me upright. The heat of his hands seeping into my skin and racing throughout the rest of me.

      I giggle, God help me.

      He’s right. I don’t usually laugh this much. I never have a reason to.

      Our hands are still entwined, but I have no real desire to let go of him.

      I don’t know why I feel so comfortable with this stranger. This lunatic. This killer.

      I choose not to question it.

      “I’ve been taking care of my father my entire life,” I blurt without warning.

      Cillian’s expression irons out a little and he listens.

      “When Mama died, it felt like a part of Pa did, too,” I continue. “Like he checked out that day and never really checked back in.”

      “Is that when the gambling started?” Cillian asks.

      “He used to gamble before he met her,” I admit. “But she made him stop and he was happy to give it up for her. Then she died and it was like…”

      “All his strength came from her,” Cillian says softly.

      I nod. “Exactly.”

      He stays quiet and still. Giving me space to say things I’ve never said out loud before.

      “It didn’t used to be this bad,” I tell him. “He was careful. Well, more careful. But as I got older, he got worse.”

      “Have you helped him pay his debts in the past?” Cillian asks.

      I frown. “Sometimes.”

      Cillian nods as though he expected the answer.

      “You were just being there for your father, and I understand that. I respect it. But he’s a gambler, Saoirse. You were enabling him more than helping.”

      The words feel harsh. I want to rail against them. I want to defend myself.

      But what can I say?

      He’s right.

      Then I feel pressure on my fingers and I look down to find that my hand is still intertwined with Cillian’s.

      “If I didn’t help, he’d have been killed a long time ago,” I say. “He owes you. He owes the Kinahans.”

      “Actually, he just owes the Kinahans,” Cillian tells me.

      I frown. “What are you talking about?”

      “The two thousand euro debt he owes the O’Sullivan clan has been… taken care of.”

      I stare at him in shock for a moment. “Are you serious?”

      “Almost never. But in this case, yes.”

      “You’re forgiving his debt?”

      Cillian snorts. “We don’t ‘forgive’ anything,” he replies. “In any case, it’s not up to me to wipe out a debt owed to the Family. That power resides with the don alone.”

      “Your father has no reason to forgive the debt,” I say slowly.

      “Right. But like I said, the debt wasn’t forgiven,” he tells me. “It was… taken care of.”

      I can see the truth in his eyes, but I can’t quite comprehend it.

      I can’t let it go, either.

      “You paid my father’s debt?” I say in a near-whisper.

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “Sean did,” he admits finally. “He wired me the money with a message the day after he left.”

      “Oh my God,” I breathe. “That’s…”

      “My brother’s a good man, Saoirse. Too good for this life. It’s why he left.”

      I glance at him. “But you’re still here.”

      He smiles, the kind of devil-may-care smile that could make a woman weak in the knees. That’s making me weak in the knees.

      “I’ve never been good,” he says with a wink.

      He grips my hand a little tighter and pulls me hard against him. I slam into his chest, and he grins down at me.

      His lips are right there. Right for the taking. Those eyes are bright and sparkling and he smells so good, masculine and crisp, and his hand on my hip is doing funny things to my head, so maybe I should just rise up on my toes and kiss—

      I push him away and step out of the circle of his arms.

      “Ass,” I mutter under my breath.

      It’s loud enough for Cillian to hear, though.

      He laughs. “Saoirse?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Do you want me to take you back to the hospital?”

      I’m not expecting the question. Which is probably why my face drops instantly, revealing just how little I want that.

      The thought of leaving him feels physically painful at this point.

      I shake my head, blushing. “No,” I murmur. “Please don’t.”

      “Good. I wasn’t gonna let you go anyway.”

      I can’t help but laugh and smack him again. “Then why ask?”

      “Giving you the illusion of choice makes me seem like more of a gentleman.”

      “Which you’re not.”

      “Not in the slightest,” Cillian confirms with another wink. “Come along.”

      He grabs my hand and pulls me towards the garden’s exit. Even once we’re past the low gates that separate the garden from the rest of the street, he never lets go of my hand.

      “Where are we going?” I ask.

      “Does it matter?”

      I smile, feeling like a teenager for the first time in my life.

      “No,” I tell him. “It doesn’t matter at all.”
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      “The Free Canary?”

      I watch Saoirse as she looks up at the nondescript façade of the place I’ve brought her to. The broken sign has fallen to the side and hangs off its hinges.

      I smile fondly. “She’s a beauty, isn’t she?”

      Saoirse turns to me, her eyebrows knotting together in abject concern. “You’ve brought me here to kill me, haven’t you?”

      I bite back laughter and pretend to be horrifically offended instead. “I don’t kill women,” I say seriously. “Particularly not the beautiful ones.”

      She rolls her eyes, but I see the twinkle of a smile in there somewhere.

      “Is this really a functioning pub?” she asks hesitantly.

      “It is indeed. Dublin’s best-kept secret.”

      And it really is. It’s hidden in the very heart of the city, expertly covered over to look like an old, abandoned shithole.

      Keeps out the riff-raff.

      Or, rather, it lets the riff-raff in.

      I’m not sure which.

      There are several different ways to enter. But this way is my favorite.

      You have to come through the alleyway and take the steps leading down. The echo of normal bar sound—glasses clinking, music playing, laughter rising up—reaches us back here, but just barely.

      Enough so that you assume there’s a pub somewhere in the vicinity. But you’d never assume it’s in the decrepit building you’re standing in front of.

      I have a thing for theatrics.

      Sue me.

      “Are you ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be,” Saoirse says with a sigh. “You promise you’re not trying to lure me to my death, are you? Because I bite.”

      I have no fucking doubt about that.

      Wouldn’t mind finding out, either.

      “Trust me,” I say instead. I hold my palm out to her.

      She doesn’t hesitate as she slips her hand into mine. We walk down the steps together.

      When we come to the black iron door at the bottom, the dim streetlights are all but cut off. Which suits me just fine because it means Saoirse moves a little closer.

      I don’t even think she realizes it.

      But I certainly do.

      I’ve spent all of a few hours with her, and I feel like I’ve known her my whole life.

      “Aren’t you gonna open it?” Saoirse asks.

      “We knock first,” I explain, using my free hand to knock twice.

      The little iron partition at the top of the door slides open to reveal a pair of dark eyes.

      “Can I help you?” the voice asks ominously.

      My turn to roll my eyes. “Open the fucking door, Gabe.”

      “Oh. Well, if it isn’t young Master Cillian!”

      I hear the bolts being unlocked and then the iron door swings open to reveal the burly guy on the other side.

      “What’s up, Gabey Baby?”

      Gabe ignores my extremely unwelcome nickname. “You brought a friend,” he notes, immediately interested in her.

      I pull Saoirse through the door. Gabe steps aside to let us through. The big fellow has got an eye for pretty girls, so naturally, he can’t seem to look away from Saoirse long enough to spare so much as a glance at me.

      “I have indeed,” I reply, stepping in front of Saoirse so that I’m blocking his view.

      He notices what I’m doing immediately. Not nearly as dumb as he looks, the poor bastard. His face scrunches up with mild displeasure. “You little shit.”

      I laugh. Saoirse doesn’t even notice because she’s so preoccupied with the dungeon-like vibe going on down here.

      “Um, Cillian. This place looks super dodgy…”

      “I thought you trusted me.”

      “That was before you dragged me into what looks like a torture chamber,” she says, turning to Gabe. “Tell me the truth: how many girls has he brought here and how many of them have walked back out again?”

      I sigh, but Saoirse ignores me.

      Gabe on the other hand, looks thrilled. He strokes his chin as if he’s thinking about it.

      “He’s bought a fair few girls here,” he says. “Several dozen, I’d say. None of them as beautiful as you, though.”

      “Back off, you gombeen. She’s not interested,” I interject, putting my hand on his chest and shoving him back a little.

      Saoirse smirks at me. “Hey now, I don’t think you should be speaking for me.”

      “Forgive him,” Gabe says. “He can be so rude sometimes.”

      “You’re telling me!”

      “Okay, as much fun as this has been for all of us, we’ve got things to do. Is this little pow-wow over now?” I ask impatiently. “I want to show Saoirse what’s up top.”

      “Up top, eh?” Gabe whistles, his eyes going wide.

      I glance towards Saoirse, who looks equal parts intrigued and terrified.

      “What’s up top?” she asks. “Is that where you hide the bodies?”

      “It’s sort of the officially unofficial VIP area,” I tell her. “You’ll love it. But first, Gabe, why don’t you tell her how many girls I’ve taken up to the top?”

      Gabe scrunches his face up. “None,” he mutters.

      “None,” I crow with satisfaction. “That’s right.”

      Saoirse gives me a dazzling smile that makes me want to take a shot, fight a grizzly bear, do a backflip.

      All kinds of crazy shit.

      I shove my more reckless thoughts aside as Gabe leads us through the narrow corridor.

      Breathe, Cillian. Just fucking breathe.

      Everything in here is black.

      Black walls.

      Black ceiling.

      Black cement tiles.

      The only points of lights are the lanterns occupying the wall sconces.

      When we reach the door at the end of the corridor, Gabe waves us through.

      “Have fun,” he says, without much enthusiasm behind the sentiment.

      As Saoirse’s stepping in, I glance back at Gabe and give him a wink. “Don’t worry, man. The right girl’s gonna come your way. In fact, I have a friend who’s perfect for you. She won last year’s heavyweight champion prize and—”

      He growls and hurls one of his keys at my face, but I manage to shut the door before it hits me.

      I’m still chuckling when I turn to Saoirse. “We’re old friends,” I explain.

      “Funny. I couldn’t tell.”

      The room we’re in is small, but it’s meant to be. It’s only a pathway to the main body of the pub. There’s a tall flight of stairs right in front of us.

      “Do people ever just give up halfway?” Saoirse asks. “We must be halfway to America by now.”

      I chuckle. “There are other ways to get up,” I admit. “But this entrance is more…”

      “Dramatic?” she offers.

      “Precisely. Now you’re starting to get me.”

      We climb the tall flight of stairs. As we get to the final landing, the music reaches us from just beyond the door. I push it open and wave Saoirse inside.

      “So… this is it,” I say, gesturing towards the pub.

      The set-up is pretty standard. But there are a few little differences that set it apart. Take it from an ordinary pub to exclusive hideaway.

      Brick façade walls that are decorated with a bunch of old-school football posters and musical instruments hanging off antique hinges every few feet.

      The tables are spaced out and set with high barstools bearing built-in leather cushions.

      The gleaming mahogany bar sits in the very center of the space, surrounded by more barstools, each different from the last.

      Glasses, beer mugs, and wine bottles appear to be suspended from the ceiling above the bartender.

      Probably all for show, but I like the effect all the same.

      There’s tons of greenery everywhere, too. Vines snaking up part of the brick façade, and huge leafy bastards blossoming in the corners.

      I glance at Saoirse. It’s clear she’s transfixed. Her eyes are wide as she takes it all in.

      “Wow,” she breathes. “This is something. How have I never heard of this place?”

      “Um, well… The fellows that frequent this particular pub tend to run in exclusive circles.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “Meaning mafia circles?” she deduces.

      I shrug. “What can I say? We like our anonymity.”

      “Sure,” she says, rolling her aqua blue eyes at me. “Is this the top you mentioned to Gabe?”

      “Nope,” I say mischievously, taking her hand and pulling her towards the nondescript circular staircase near the bathrooms. “Up we go.”

      The staircase is rickety and narrow as fuck. It feels like the slightest loose bolt could have us falling to the floor beneath.

      But Saoirse doesn’t complain as we make our ascent.

      The spiral takes us up at least two more stories. By the time we reach the final door, I’ve noticed that Saoirse has slowed down a bit.

      “You okay back there?”

      “Jesus,” she breathes. “I think I have vertigo.”

      “Hang in, sport,” I tell her. “We’re almost there.”

      I push open the rickety, rusted door and step out onto the rooftop.

      “You have arrived at your destination,” I announce proudly. “Be sure to tip your driver.”

      It’s a huge space, set up like a labyrinth. There are troughs of flowers spaced in different directions, cordoning off certain areas into private courtyards of greenery. Fairy lights form a roof of sorts over our heads. The flowers glow under their illumination.

      “Oh my God,” Saoirse breathes. “Is this real?”

      “Nice, huh?”

      She looks around. “There’s no one around.”

      “It takes a refined man to enjoy a space such as this,” I admit.

      “Too feminine for your fellow fuckboys?” she guesses.

      “Well, we could debate your word choice there, but the general sentiment is accurate. Truth be told, it isn’t really a part of the bar at all,” I explain. “This is more of a passion project. The owner built it for his mother. She passed a few years ago.”

      She looks at me with wide, sentimental eyes. “Really?”

      “Yeah. He’s a good guy,” I tell her. “Name’s Jasper.”

      “How’d his mother die?”

      “Cancer,” I explain. “The only thing that made her feel better towards the end was to be surrounded by greenery. He built most of this space himself.”

      She turns to me, the mist of moisture in her eyes. “He sounds like an angel.”

      “He is,” I say. “But, y’know… ugly. I mean, really fucking hideous to look at.”

      She glares at me, but it still doesn’t manage to squelch out her smile. “Cillian!”

      “Short, too,” I continue unfazed. “And he’s got a bit of a weight problem. Looks like a hobbit, come to think of it.”

      “Cillian!” she scolds. But she laughs when she says my name, and fuck me, that sound does something to my stomach.

      That’s how my name was meant to be said. By her. With that exact laugh bringing it to life.

      She twirls around and looks up at the fairy lights hanging over us. We can see the half-moon peeking down at us from between the thin strands.

      “This place is magical.”

      I stand still and watch her. You’re the magical one, I think.

      Out loud, I say, “I thought you might like it.”

      She turns to me abruptly. “So… is it true?”

      “Is what true?” I wrinkle my nose in confusion.

      “That you’ve never brought another girl up here?”

      “I’ve brought girls to the Free Canary before,” I reply honestly. “But never up here.”

      “Why not?”

      I look around. “This place is… It’s about escapism. Only someone who’s a little lost, or a little sad, or a little broken can appreciate it. Really appreciate it.”

      She raises her eyebrows. “So you’re saying I’m sad or lost or broken?” she asks. “Or maybe you’re trying to say that I’m all three?”

      “Well…”

      She smiles. “Well? Which one is it?”

      “The truth?”

      “Do you speak anything else?” she challenges.

      I give her a knowing smile. “A little of all three.”

      Her face falls for a moment. Automatically, I step towards her and grab her hand.

      I don’t want her to pull away from me.

      Not now.

      Maybe not ever.

      “That’s not a bad thing, you know,” I tell her, forcing her to meet my eyes. “We’re all a little broken.”

      “Just some more than others, huh?”

      I nod.

      “You’re not wrong,” she says with a deep sigh that seems to reverberate through her slight frame. “Some days, I feel like I’m barely hanging on.”

      “So then stop.”

      Her eyes flash up to mine. “What do you mean?”

      “Stop hanging on,” I explain. “Just jump. Free-fall into your life and see what happens. Maybe it’ll turn out you can fly.”

      From the expression on her face, I can tell that I’m making sense to her.

      “Free-falling sounds nice,” she murmurs. “But this is real life. There is a bottom at the end of the fall.”

      “Well, if you can’t fly, then I’ll be there to catch you.”

      The words breeze out of my mouth like I was always meant to say them. I don’t even stop long enough to think about what they might mean. If they’re trite or stupid or anything like that.

      But I don’t regret them.

      So I don’t take them back.

      She stares at me with surprise. Probably waiting for me to recant, to cover up with a joke or a laugh.

      “You don’t mean that,” she says slowly when I stay quiet.

      “What if I do?”

      She shakes her head and pulls her hand out from mine. “Because you don’t really know me,” she says. “We’re strangers.”

      I shrug. “That’s a relative term.”

      “You’re not making sense.”

      “I’ve told you more about my life in one hour than I’ve told any other person ever,” I tell her. “That has to mean something.”

      She gives me a flippant smile.

      But I can see through it now. I can see the cautious hope.

      “It probably just means you’ve got a thing for redheads,” she throws back at me.

      I take a cautious step towards her. “I have a thing for one redhead,” I say. “And I think you know that.”

      She stiffens noticeably.

      But she doesn’t move away.

      “Yeah, yeah. Swap out ‘redhead’ for ‘blond’ or ‘brunette’ and I bet that line works every time.”

      “It’s not a line, Saoirse.”

      She closes her eyes for a moment. Then she mumbles something that sounds a fuck-ton like “I’m weak.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” she says. Her eyes flutter open again and the moment fades.

      She walks past me and continues looking around as though we weren’t right in the middle of what I would consider a very important discussion.

      “This place is beautiful,” she breathes. “It kinda feels like nothing can touch you up here.”

      “I gather that that was the point.”

      She smiles. “I wish I could stay forever.”

      “That can be arranged. Rent’s a bitch, though.”

      She throws me a look. “You’re a regular court jester.”

      I sigh. “That’s the problem with being perpetually funny. Everyone thinks you’re joking, even when you’re not.”

      She stops in front of the balcony’s edge but she angles her body towards me. I figure I should be flattered that her eyes are on me instead of the amazing view of the Dublin cityscape sprawled out before us.

      “Cillian,” she says. “Tonight has been amazing. It really has been an escape for me.”

      “You don’t have to go back,” I say, cutting her off before she can go all Debbie Downer on me. “You don’t. It’s a choice, Saoirse.”

      She shakes her head. “I’m eighteen. I can’t just leave home because it’s difficult.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because my father needs me.”

      “He’ll survive.”

      “And if he doesn’t?” she demands.

      “You can’t save his ass every time,” I tell her. “Some of the men he’s involved with… They’re not the negotiating type. I don’t want you to be in the middle of that shit when they eventually come to collect. They’re not all as nice as me.”

      “Why do you even care?” she flares up suddenly.

      I hesitate. This is the first question she’s asked me that I don’t have an immediate answer to.

      “Well?”

      Two can play at that game.

      “Why did you come here with me?” I shoot back. When she falters, I add, “Am I the only one capable of telling the truth?”

      She takes the bait, her eyes flashing to mine in a burst of blue fire.

      “Fine. You wanna know why I came out here with you?” she spits like she hates herself for how true this feels. “It’s because there’s something about you that makes me feel like anything’s possible. And for just a few hours, I wanted to believe that I could leave. That I could run away and be someone else, with someone else and no one would notice. No one would care.”

      I smile at her softly. Full of understanding. Full of empathy.

      She averts her gaze immediately.

      I can tell from her face that she hadn’t planned on being that honest.

      “I’m sure your father wants to see you happy,” I tell her gently.

      She sighs. “Yes. Maybe. I don’t know sometimes,” she says. “If he really wanted me to be happy, he would have stopped gambling a long time ago. He wouldn’t insist on getting involved with men who keep threatening his life. Or mine.”

      “All good points.”

      She looks up at me and her jaw juts out a little.

      “He’s not a bad man,” she says suddenly, like she doesn’t want me to get the wrong impression of her father. “He’s just… He’s a weak man.”

      “Which has forced you to be strong for the both of you.”

      She looks out over the city. There are lights everywhere. So much so that they blot out the stars completely.

      None of it compares with her, though.

      Not the skyline.

      Not the stars.

      Not the fairy lights that twinkle above us like diamonds suspended in the air.

      “You could leave,” I tell her again. “You could.”

      Slowly, I reach out and take her hand, our fingers winding together.

      “I can’t leave,” she whispers. “Not ever.”

      She has a far-off expression in her eyes. She’s hiding something there. A secret. A threat. A shadow.

      Maybe she’s not quite so honest after all.

      I don’t like that look. It makes me feel like she’s pulling away from me, sinking back into the dredges of the life that’s sunk its claws into her.

      “My father is not the only one who’s watching me.”

      I frown. “Who else is?”

      She blinks, snaps herself out of the daze she’s in. Then she focuses on me.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she says. “Right now, I’m here. With you.”

      I want to pursue this question, but I have a feeling it would ruin everything that’s percolating between us. So I just smile. “Lucky me.”

      She takes a step closer. There’s only a sliver of space between our bodies now. I desperately want to close it.

      “I should go back to the hospital,” she says hesitantly.

      “Do you want to?”

      She smiles sadly. “No.”

      “Then don’t,” I tell her. “Stay here. Stay with me.”
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      “Stay with me.”

      The words feel almost physical.

      Like they’re swaddling me. Engulfing me with warmth. Makes the rest of the world and all its problems seem so distant. So unimportant.

      I don’t want to go back to it yet. I want a little longer.

      Just a few more hours to play make believe. To pretend like I can have the life I want.

      Is that so much to ask?

      “Okay,” I whisper. I do it quietly, as if saying the word too loud will break the spell.

      Cillian’s smile makes everything around me fade away.

      Even the beauty of the rooftop garden we’re standing in seems to melt into the background. A needless distraction from the man standing before me.

      He releases my hand, but then I feel his fingers graze against my cheek.

      We’re so close now.

      How did we even get so close?

      His light blue eyes are flecked with darker dots of cerulean that seem to change shape every time the light touches them.

      “You are so beautiful,” he whispers to me.

      “Funny… I was thinking the same thing about you.”

      The smile slides off his face for a moment. But before I can decipher the complicated look that flashes across his eyes, he leans in.

      His lips press down over mine. Soft and fluttering.

      He takes it slow.

      He makes me feel like we have all the time in the world.

      Even when he increases pressure, his lips remain soft.

      They pull me in deeper, and my hands rise up and wrap around his neck. I can feel his palms at the small of my back.

      He turns his head to the side slowly, deepening the kiss so seamlessly that I still feel the lingering tentativeness even as the kiss evolves into something more decisive, more passionate.

      His tongue runs down my bottom lip. Without even thinking about it, I open for him.

      There’s nothing probing about the way he enters me. Nothing uncomfortable about it.

      It just feels… intense. Completely transformative.

      How many boys have I kissed before?

      Three, I think?

      Four, if you count Sebastian O’Hara in fifth grade, which I tend not to.

      None of them were like this.

      Those kisses were clumsy, inexperienced, fumbling. Those boys were either shy and uncertain, or demanding and aggressive.

      Cillian is none of those things.

      Under other circumstances, I might be intimidated by his self-assurance. His poise. He’s obviously done this before—kissed, touched, had sex.

      But somehow, none of that scares me right now.

      Because there’s more in his kiss than simple desire.

      I can tell he cares about me.

      We may be strangers still. But you don’t have to know someone to care, do you?

      When we break apart, Cillian’s lips have a slight blush on them and I can feel how raw my own are. I half expect the sun to be coming up.

      Surely, we’d been kissing for hours…

      But no.

      The sun is still hours away from rising. His hand is still pressed against my cheek, cupping my face.

      “I’ll be damned,” Cillian breathes.

      I smile. “Best kiss you’ve ever had?” I ask.

      “Hands down.”

      I smile shyly.

      “You’re not going to second-guess me?” he asks. “You’re not going to call me out for lying?”

      “No,” I say. “I believe you this time.”

      I turn on the spot, angling my face up to the fairy lights hanging over us. The little alcove we’ve walked into has been set up with a deep bench, on top of which lays a thick beige rug.

      “Wow,” he grins. “I’ve won your trust.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” I correct quickly. “I just… That kiss was pretty…”

      I trail off, suddenly conscious of the way his eyes are following me. I choose to focus instead on running my fingers through the lush rug.

      “Yes?” he presses. “Pretty what? Pretty mind-boggling? Earth-shattering? Leg-quivering?”

      I shrug, trying to throw off that all-encompassing feeling of transformation.

      “It was good.”

      “Good?!” Cillian bursts, his eyes bugging out a little. “Just good?”

      “Yeah.” I bite back a smile. “It was good.”

      He snorts. “That kiss was more than just good. ‘Good’ doesn’t even begin to describe it.”

      I laugh. “How would you describe it?”

      He thinks about it for a moment. “I would describe it as… the kind of kiss that you would cross oceans for. The kind of kiss you’d go into battle for. The kind of kiss that’d make a hero out of a villain.”

      I stare at him blankly. “That was almost poetic.”

      “Almost poetic?” he balks. “Jesus. That was as fucking poetic as you can get. I get no damn credit these days.”

      I laugh. “I think you’ve found your stride,” I say, turning out of his arms and walking down the balcony.

      He follows behind me. “It probably sounds dramatic to you,” he says, with a shrug. “But to me, it’s accurate.”

      “You certainly are a charmer.”

      “That’s just it. I’m not trying to charm you,” he says in all apparent sincerity. “I’m just telling the truth.”

      I turn around abruptly and he almost walks into me.

      I put one hand on his chest and he looks down at it resting there.

      “In any case, the ship’s already sailed with that one,” I tell him softly. “Consider me charmed.”

      “Yeah?” he asks with that boyish smile of his.

      “Yeah.”

      “So then I’m not the only one feeling this,” he says, placing his hand over mine.

      I can feel his heartbeat come in loud and strong.

      “No,” I reply, even though I’m not quite sure what ‘this’ is. “You’re not.”

      As we look at each other, the smiles fade from our faces as the realization of what we’ve just admitted surfaces.

      Maybe we’re both in vulnerable places in our lives.

      Maybe this feeling is purely imagined.

      Maybe we’re wrong.

      But how often are two people wrong together in this way?

      When Cillian kisses me the second time, it’s different.

      It feels different.

      It feels more.

      As if the admission of our feelings for one another has heightened everything. My body feels like it’s on fire when he touches me.

      My lips are greedy.

      My body is hungry.

      And this time, I’m not satisfied with just a kiss.

      I’m the one who reaches for his hoodie. I’m the one who pulls it off him and throws it on the floor. My hands slip under the white t-shirt he’s wearing underneath.

      I actually sigh as my hands run over the hard wall of muscle.

      Then I pull his t-shirt up and over his head.

      When I reach for the buckle of his jeans, he stills for a moment. He pulls away, breaking our feverish kisses. He’s still smiling, but his eyes are serious.

      “Saoirse…”

      I tug at his buckle and I hear it pop loose. “Yes?”

      “Are you sure?” he asks.

      I bite my lip. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”

      And I’m not lying either.

      He lets me unzip him and his jeans fall down around his ankles. He steps out of them and kicks them to the side, and then before I can even process what’s happening, he’s standing before me, wearing only his boxers.

      His hands go to the buttons of my shirt and he starts unbuttoning them one by one.

      Cillian tosses it to the ground beside his small pile of discarded clothes. His eyes graze over the simple black bra I’m wearing before he reaches for the zipper of my jeans.

      He peels the garment off me patiently, getting on his knees so that he can tease my legs free from the unforgiving material.

      He keeps his eyes on me the whole time.

      I’ve never had a man kneel for me quite like this before. Certainly not one who can do it with such power and confidence.

      I’m the one who’s looking down at him.

      So why does it feel like he’s the one who’s in control?

      And I’m the one in free-fall?

      If you can’t fly, then I’ll be there to catch you.

      When he’s removed my jeans, his fingers trail over my legs as he slowly straightens up again. When he’s at eye level with me, his fingers run up and down my sides.

      I feel a gasp in the back of my throat, but I manage to hold it in.

      My heart is hammering hard, but it’s not fear. Well… it’s not only fear.

      It’s also excitement. The thrill of what’s to come.

      “You can still change your mind,” he tells me.

      “I’m not changing my mind,” I assure him. “Why? You scared?”

      He smiles inwardly. “Maybe a little.”

      His answer surprises me. “Why?”

      “I’ve never met anyone like you ever before,” he admits. “I’ve never felt this way about anyone before. I’d actually believed it was a myth.”

      My eyebrows wrinkle. “A myth?” I repeat, trying to follow his train of thought and keep track of my own at the same time. “What is?”

      He smiles softly. “Maybe I’ll tell you,” he says. “Later.”

      I feel the clasp at my back give way and my bra falls away from me. I hadn’t even noticed him doing it. He pulls it away with careful fingers, his eyes falling to my naked breasts.

      He cups my right breast, his fingers circling the pink nipple slowly.

      Then his fingers knot in the thin strap of my panties and he drags them down slowly. He sinks down to his knees again.

      But this time, he stays there. He sets my panties aside and runs his hands up between my thighs.

      I’m shivering a little. I know there’s no way I can hide it.

      “You’re shaking,” he observes.

      “I… I’m a little nervous now,” I admit.

      Ordinarily, I would never have copped to that. But he’s got my walls down. He’s got me laid bare, literally, before him.

      His fingers reach my pussy and gently, he pushes my legs a part. He starts running two fingers up and down my slit, sending unreal vibrations right through my core.

      “What’s there to be nervous about?” he asks.

      “I… I’ve never…”

      The words get caught up in my nervous. I notice him glancing up at me and I feel the panic swell just a little.

      “I’ve never had a man go down on me before,” I confess.

      His eyes widen. He actually looks a little pissed off.

      “Seriously?” he asks. “Never?”

      “Never.”

      He lets out a derisive snort. “I don’t know what man in his right mind could be with you and not need to find out what you taste like.”

      I gasp as my moisture pools between my legs.

      That’s never really happened before, either.

      He gives me a smile, and just like that, I find myself relaxing. Easing into it. He seems to notice the same thing, because he leans in and the next thing I know, I can feel the sweet wetness of his tongue against my lips.

      I let out a mewling sound, a rapturous cross between a scream and a moan.

      Cillian doesn’t relent, though.

      He’s only getting started.

      He pushes me back a little so that I’m pressed up against the rustic brick wall that comes up to my chest.

      The brick is rough against my skin, but I’m barely feeling it now. It can leave claw marks up and down my body for all I care.

      His fingers stretch me out and then his tongue takes over, exploring my insides and forcing my walls apart.

      I grab his downy blond curls and try to hold on, but the sensations are overwhelming. They’re robbing me of the ability to pay close attention to what he’s doing to me.

      Is this what living in the moment is? Is this flying?

      Because it feels deliciously freeing and terrifying in the same breath.

      When his tongue circles around my clit, I cry out, my fingers twisting into his roots.

      “Cillian…!” I gasp, but he doesn’t stop for that, either.

      He sucks on my clit, sending new vibrations through my body until I can’t hold myself up any longer.

      I keel over, but Cillian grabs me and falls back until he’s lying on the ground, and I’m sitting on his face.

      I’ve never felt so completely out of control before. I’m scared I’m going to suffocate him, but he’s the one holding me down, making sure I can’t get away as he licks frantically, hungrily.

      And then I lose all sense of where I am.

      It feels like I lose sense of who I am, too.

      A wave of pleasure hits my body so hard that I’m shaking and bucking against Cillian’s tongue.

      My back arches, my face turns up towards the fairy lights, and for a second, I’m seeing stars.

      I don’t even realize that Cillian has pushed me off him until he’s sitting next to me, one arm slung around my shoulders.

      We’re leaning against the bench and I can feel the thick carpet sooth my sore back.

      He glances at me, but my breathing is still coming in erratically.

      It’s only then that I realize he hasn’t even taken off his boxers.

      Before I can make a joke about it, his lips come down over mine. We kiss long and deep, but it takes a few seconds before I realize that I’m tasting myself.

      I pull away at the realization. “I’m sweet.”

      “You certainly are,” he laughs. “I knew you would be.”

      I glance down at the noticeable bulge that’s pressed up against the front of his boxers.

      “It’s not polite to stare.”

      I can’t help it. My cheeks flush with color.

      A ridiculous reaction, considering his tongue was just inside me. But it’s hard not to blush when he’s looking at me like that.

      “Sorry.”

      He laughs louder. “It’s okay,” he says with a sigh. “I’m used to being treated like eye candy. It’s the curse of being beautiful.”

      I shake my head at him. It’s becoming a habit.

      His eyes twinkle.

      And I feel my confidence recover slowly.

      I reach out and place my hand on his cock. I can feel him throbbing through the thin fabric and a new crash of excitement consumes me.

      I stroke him through his shorts and watch carefully as his eyes close and his mouth pops open in a small O of pleasure.

      His fire stokes mine. My fire stokes his.

      And despite the coolness of the night, my skin is burning up.

      I want more of him. I need more of him.

      I push him back against the carpeted floor and pull his boxers off.

      His cock springs free and I almost shriek at the sight of him. He’s thick, veined, and hard as rock.

      Once I’ve thrown his boxers to the side, I wrap my hand around his thick shaft and drink in the sight of his pink head. There’s a tiny drop of pre-cum at the very center and I lick my lips instinctively.

      But I’m nervous to go there.

      My experience is limited, and if I’m going to give him head, I want it to be as amazing for him as his was for me.

      Instead, I slide up on his hips and position myself just over his cock.

      His hands fall to my hips and he massages them slowly, his eyes on me the whole time.

      “You’re… big,” I say.

      He smiles. “Why, thank you,” he replies. “Nicest thing you’ve said to me all night.”

      I smile back at him through my nerves.

      Cillian sits up a little, supporting himself on his elbows. “Don’t worry, beautiful,” he says gently. “We’ll take it slow.”

      And that’s all I really need.

      Reassurance.

      The knowledge that I’m safe with him. That he’ll catch me like he said he would.

      I lean in and kiss him hard on the lips. I kiss him until I’m wet again and desperate to soothe the beating ache between my legs.

      I raise my hips and he lines up his cock with my pussy.

      I can feel him at my lips, rubbing his tip up and down, teasing his way in.

      And then his hands come around my hips and he grips hard. He pulls me down at the same moment he thrusts his hips up and the entire length of him fills me in one swift thrust.

      “Oh, God!” I cry out. “Fuck…!”

      The pain sluicing through me lasts only a few seconds. Then pleasure takes hold.

      It feels thick and tangible. All-consuming.

      He eases himself in and out of me, but his thrusts are slow and I know he’s holding back. Waiting for me to give a signal that I want more.

      For now, though, I like how slow we’re going.

      I want to drink in every moment. To savor this feeling.

      But the hunger rises up sooner rather than later, and I find myself craving more. So, once I’m comfortable, I push off him and start riding him.

      Cillian lies back and stares at me, his hands squeezing my breasts and running over my nipples with naked admiration.

      As the heat between my legs build, I start riding him faster.

      My hips thrust back and forth and he’s so deep inside me that I can barely tell where he ends and I begin.

      “Fuck, baby,” Cillian groans. “I’m gonna…”

      I can already feel his orgasm. It’s shivering through his body, ready to break. He’s holding back with all his might, but it’s a losing battle.

      Good.

      I want him to lose.

      I want him to erupt for me the way I’m erupting for him.

      I put my hands on his chest, and bear down, bucking hard, giving him everything I have.

      My second orgasm is more intense than the first. Maybe because this time, my eyes are locked on Cillian’s, and he comes within seconds of me.

      The world goes dark for a moment like a TV that’s lost its signal. I gasp, splutter, and keep riding like my life depends on it.

      This is how it feels to fly.

      Each wave is slightly less intense than the first, until finally the night slowly winks back to life and I can catch my breath again at last.

      The moment the orgasm has finished tearing through me, I collapse onto his chest, our sweat mingling together.

      “Well, fuck,” he half-laughs, half-gasps as he wraps his arms around me.

      I laugh, too.

      Because there are no words. Not for what just happened.

      I probably just sound like some naïve teenager, but that in and of itself is miraculous to me.

      I never thought I’d get to be a naïve teenager.

      “What are you thinking?” Cillian asks after a minute of silence has passed, pulling me closer to him.

      He smells like me.

      I probably smell like him.

      I answer with the truth. “I’m thinking that I don’t ever want the sun to come up.”

      I can’t see his face, but I can tell he’s smiling. “I can make that happen.”

      I turn my neck up so that I can see him. “Oh, can you now?”

      “Fuck yeah. Haven’t you heard? I’ve got connections.”

      “Clearly,” I say, gesturing towards the magical alcove we’re lying underneath.

      “Got this set up all for you.”

      I laugh. “You work fast.”

      “Clearly,” he mimics, pinching my ass gently.

      I punch him in the chest, but he just pulls me closer and plants a kiss on my forehead.

      When the laughter dies down, I find my thoughts spinning out. But they’re going in new directions now, buoyed by Cillian’s presence.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” he interrupts.

      “Oh, yeah? Go ahead then. Tell me what I’m thinking.”

      “You’re thinking I’m the most gorgeous man on the planet,” Cillian says confidently.

      I smirk. He’s not done yet.

      “You’re thinking that I have the biggest cock you’ve seen.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “You’re thinking that you never want to leave my side.”

      His tone there is still light, still mildly teasing, but I can sense the serious undertones beneath it.

      I push up and support myself on one elbow. “Maybe you are a mind-reader,” I tease.

      His eyes bore into my face. “One of my many talents,” he teases right back.

      I take a deep breath. “I’ve felt alone my whole life, Cillian.”

      I’m turning myself inside out for him. Regret doesn’t even cross my mind, because something tells me I’ll never regret baring my soul.

      Not to him.

      “I never thought I’d have anyone to rely on,” I continue. “But these last couple of hours with you… It’s made me think things could be different.”

      “They can be.”

      “I haven’t felt alone for a second tonight.”

      “That’s because you’ve got me now,” he says gently. “Now and always.”

      He says it so casually, that I have to ask the question burning me up. “Do you mean that?”

      He raises his eyebrows.

      I smile, knowing what he’s going to say. “Right,” I interject. “You don’t lie.”

      “I don’t,” he replies with a firm shake of the head. “And I would never lie about this. About you.”

      “This is insane, though,” I breathe. “You and me.”

      “Maybe,” he says with a shrug. “But that doesn’t make it any less real.”

      I shake my head at him and press my lips to his. When I pull away, I keep my eyes on him. “You really are a poet.”

      “Another one of my many talents.”

      I chuckle and press my forehead to his chest for a moment.

      “Cillian?”

      “Hmm?”

      “I have to go back,” I say, raising my eyes to his. “My father needs me. But…”

      “But?”

      “But I want my freedom, too,” I tell him. “One day, I want to be free from my fucked-up life.”

      “Saoirse,” Cillian murmurs, “why else do you think I’m here?”
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      I’m playing it cool. Because a part of me knows that if I freak out, she will, too.

      But this is all totally fucking insane.

      I’ve spent less than twenty-four hours with Saoirse Connelly. And I’m ready to move fucking mountains for her. I’m ready to kill if I have to.

      I’m ready to pull down the goddamn skies just so that the sun can’t rise on us.

      I trace circles on her back as she lies on my chest, her soft breaths falling against my skin.

      “I can hear that,” she says suddenly, breaking the comfortable silence.

      “Hear what?”

      She smiles, turning her face up to meet mine. “Your thoughts,” she explains. “They’re going a million miles an hour.”

      I laugh. “Well, I’m a thinker.”

      “Wanna share them with me?”

      “Usually, I’m the one asking you to tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “The tables have turned, pal.”

      I press a kiss to her head. “I’d tell you, but—”

      “Then you’d have to kill me?”

      “Worse. I’d have to kiss you again.”

      She laughs and I pinch her ass. She squirms, but she doesn’t move away from me. In fact, she wriggles a little closer. Her coconut scent fills my nostrils and I breathe her in.

      “You smell so damn good.”

      “Stop trying to change the subject.”

      “I wasn’t.”

      “Then why are you trying to avoid giving me an answer?”

      “Because I don’t want to freak you out,” I admit.

      She pushes herself up and lies on her chest so that she’s facing me. “Nothing you say could possibly freak me out.”

      She sounds confident, too.

      But just because she believes that now doesn’t mean she’ll feel the same way when I’ve said the words out loud.

      “You sure about that?”

      “Yes.”

      “A hundred percent?”

      “Cillian.”

      I laugh. What the hell is this easy rapport?

      It feels like the kind of connection that takes years to build. And yet, Saoirse and I have stumbled across it during the course of a few hours.

      Shit like this doesn’t happen every day.

      “You wanna know what I’m thinking?” I ask. “For real?”

      She sighs. “Are you building this up for dramatic effect?” she demands. “Because it’s going to be a let-down when—”

      “I was thinking this is the night we’re gonna tell our children about,” I say abruptly, cutting her off.

      She stops short, clearly shocked. Clearly blindsided.

      I expect to feel regret, but it doesn’t come.

      I’m glad I told her. It reinforces what I’ve always believed: you never regret the truth.

      “Is… is that serious?” she asks softly.

      “Yes.”

      Our eyes meet and I know we’re both thinking the same thing.

      “Insane,” we chirp simultaneously.

      “Completely insane,” she adds. “But… it doesn’t feel insane.”

      “Well, then maybe we should stop listening to everyone else’s rules. Let’s make our own.”

      She smiles. Her aqua blue eyes catch the lights hanging above us. “Okay.”

      “Tell me where you wanna be ten years from now.”

      “Ten years,” she breathes slowly, weighing it. “That feels like a lifetime away. But… I think I can see it.”

      “What do you see?”

      We both turn our faces up to the lights above. The canopy that stretches above us is a chaos of fairy lights and creepers.

      But beyond that, we can see the dark skies, churning with half-realized clouds.

      “We’re living somewhere out in the country,” she murmurs like she’s caught in a lovely dream state she doesn’t want to shatter. “Somewhere with a huge backyard and tons of greenery. Preferably by a lake, but I’d be just as happy looking out my window in the morning and seeing mountains.”

      I smile, seeing the image come to life with her words. “What else?”

      “I have a little garden patch where I grow vegetables. And we have a chicken coop.”

      “A chicken coop?” I ask. “I hate birds.”

      She laughs at my expression. “You’ll get over it, you coward. We can have fresh eggs and milk every morning.”

      “Jesus, you want cows, too?” I demand. “‘Cause I sure as hell won’t be milking them.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I don’t want a whole farm. I just want a little piece of it.”

      “Isn’t that the same thing?”

      “No,” she says firmly. “It’s not.”

      I chuckle. “Okay, we’re going to have chickens and cows and a vegetable patch. What else?”

      “Bees.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me, hot shot. Bees. Cute, fat little bumblebees so we can put fresh honey on our toast. And a huge, white kitchen, big enough to sing and dance in. And a living room full of sunshine with a reading nook in the window. A den with a fireplace, a shaggy dog to cuddle with, two or three cats who pretend they hate us but secretly live for scratches behind the ears.”

      I want to laugh, but it all feels so real when she describes it. I can see Saoirse in that house. In that world.

      But can I see myself?

      I want to. I want to so fucking bad.

      “Should I be taking notes?” I tease.

      “Don’t be an ass,” she laughs, shoving me in the shoulder. “You asked.”

      “I did,” I concede. “The wee ones will be dying to know where all that began.”

      She stares into my eyes for so long that I actually get lost in hers.

      She sounds tentative, shy about talking about this. Even though I’m the one who brought it up.

      I can see how cautious she is about taking in concrete dreams about a future that isn’t certain.

      But there is a level of certainty between us now. I can feel it between our beating hearts.

      “I don’t think kids really care how their parents met,” she says, wrinkling her nose.

      “All of ours will,” I say confidently. “The story’s just too damn good.”

      “All of them?” Saoirse echoes. “How many are we talking?”

      “A whole gaggle of them.”

      “A gaggle?” she gasps. “I’m gonna need you to define that for me.”

      “I’m thinking six boys and five girls. Enough to field a football team.”

      She whacks my arm and laughs. “I am not pushing out eleven kids, you psychopath.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      “You’d trick me into having babies?” she asks with pretend incredulity.

      “No trickery necessary,” I promise. “I’m only going to get finer with age. You’re going to be all over me all the time. Pregnancies are inevitable.”

      She scoffs. “I won’t be all over you all the time.”

      “‘Course you are. Like I said, you’re only human.”

      She shakes her head and laughs some more. “I thought this was my vision of the future?”

      “Oh, right. Sorry. Continue.”

      “Well, in ten years, I’ll be twenty-eight.”

      “Me too.”

      “So I think we’ll have two kids at that point,” she says, glancing at me as though she’s worried that I might start freaking out at any second.

      “Two?”

      “A boy and a girl,” she says. “They have your curly blond hair.”

      “No,” I say so passionately that she actually flinches. I sit up and shake my head. “They’re not gonna have blond hair. They’re going to be redheads, like you.”

      She smiles. “I dunno. I’m seeing two little blond kids.”

      “And I’m seeing two little firecrackers,” I counter.

      Her smile changes, becomes softer. Almost maternal. Suddenly, it doesn’t feel like we’re talking in ifs and maybes anymore.

      It feels like we’re planning for a future both of us want.

      “I guess we’ll just have to wait and see,” she says at last.

      “I guess so.”

      She takes a deep breath, but it sounds more like a contented sigh. “What about you?” she asks a moment later. “Where do you see yourself in ten years? What’s your version of the future?”

      I feel something pierce me right in the chest. It’s uncomfortable, almost painful.

      And the first thing that pops into my head is Sean’s face.

      The second is my father’s.

      I feel Saoirse’s hand come down on my thigh. “Cillian,” she says gently. “Where’d you go?”

      Jesus.

      Can you really know someone so well so soon?

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” she says. “Just talk to me about it.”

      “I was just thinking… my future isn’t really my own to plan for,” I admit.

      Her face drops slightly. “Oh.”

      I grab her hand and bring it to my lips. I kiss each finger and then I press it to my heart.

      “But I know you’re a part of it. I may not know much, but I know that.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “I can feel it,” I say. “I can fucking feel it, Saoirse.”

      She weighs that for a long, quiet second.

      “When you say your future isn’t really your own, do you mean the family business?” she asks.

      I nod. “With my brother gone, I’m the heir. The next don.”

      She doesn’t say a word. I wonder what’s going on inside her head. But for the first time, I’m scared to ask.

      “All my parents’ expectations have been transferred to me,” I tell her. “And that’s…”

      “Intimidating?” she offers.

      “You have no idea.”

      “Do you want it?” she asks. “I mean, do you want to be the next O’Sullivan don?”

      “I don’t have a choice.”

      “You always have a choice,” she points out. “Your brother made his.”

      She’s right.

      But that’s exactly why I can’t walk away from my family.

      One brother did. I can’t put my parents through that again.

      “Yes,” I concede. “But Sean is different than I am.”

      “I know,” Saoirse says with a knowing nod. “You’d never walk away.”

      “Maybe that’s a good thing, though,” I tell her. “I can keep you safe. You and your father. I can pay off his debts and make sure you never want for anything ever again.”

      She frowns. “I don’t want to be a kept woman.”

      “You wouldn’t be,” I say impatiently. “You’d be my woman.”

      “That sounds like the same thing.”

      I pause for a moment and consider my words. I need her to know just how much she means to me. I need her to know just how sincere my thoughts are when I think of her. Of us.

      “Do you believe I would ever hurt you?” I ask.

      She meets my gaze, her expression both scared and hopeful. “No.”

      “Do you believe I would ever lie to you?”

      “No.”

      “Do you believe I would ever abandon you?”

      “No.”

      “Then there we go. When I say you’re my woman, I mean you’re mine. Just like I’m yours.”

      Her eyes start to get misty, but she doesn’t shy away from my gaze.

      “We’re equals, Saoirse,” I whisper fiercely. “Partners. And that’s what we’ll always be.”

      “You mean that?”

      “Completely,” I reply. “If I learned one thing from my parents, it’s that a strong partnership can conquer anything. Both my mother and my father are as tough and ruthless and as they come. But they’ve always been in it together. They’ve got each other’s backs. Even when they hate each other. And the only reason that’s true is because they’re partners.”

      She smiles, but I can see the edge of sadness in the corners of her mouth.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I was just thinking that an outsider looking in would see the two most naïve teenagers in the world.”

      I growl at that one. “Then fuck them all,” I spit. “Fuck everyone else. No one knows how this feels. Tonight is ours alone.”

      She meets my eyes and nods slowly as I force her to acknowledge her own feelings. She puts her head back down against my chest and after a few moments, I hear humming.

      The melody is strangely familiar. And extremely soothing.

      “What is that?”

      “It’s an old lullaby that my mother used to sing to me,” Saoirse tells me. “It’s weird. I can’t remember her being around me—like, physically, you know. I don’t remember how she moved or talked. But I remember stuff she said to me. Songs she sang. The way it felt to be around her.”

      Is that how I’ll feel about Sean in ten years? In twenty?

      The thought of living without him is something I haven’t fully accepted yet.

      I don’t know if I ever will.

      “Hold on to that then,” I tell her, giving her arm a squeeze. I pause, then add, “Will you sing it to me?”

      She glances up at me. “Oh, I don’t sing.”

      “Try anyway,” I insist. “I won’t even look.” I make a show out of covering my eyes and peeking through the spaces between my fingers.

      She smiles. “Okay then. Here goes nothing.”

      She takes a deep breath and pulls her face down so that I can no longer see her.

      “The pale moon was rising above the green mountain,

      The sun was declining beneath the blue sea

      When I strayed with my love to the pure crystal fountain

      That stands in beautiful vale of Tralee.

      She was lovely and fair as the rose of the summer

      Yet, 'twas not her beauty alone that won me

      Oh no! 'Twas the truth in her eye ever beaming

      That made me love Mary, the Rose of Tralee.

      The cool shades of evening their mantle were spreading

      And Mary all smiling was listening to me

      The moon through the valley her pale rays was shedding

      When I won the heart of the Rose of Tralee.

      Though lovely and fair as the rose of the summer

      Yet, 'twas not her beauty alone that won me

      Oh no! 'Twas the truth in her eye ever beaming

      That made me love Mary, the Rose of Tralee.”

      When she finishes the song, I gaze down at her. “You’re a songbird.”

      She laughs. “Stop it.”

      “No, I mean it. That was beautiful.”

      “It was always my favorite as a kid,” she admits.

      “I can see why. Will you sing it again for me?”

      She looks at me for a long moment. Then she nods and starts the song all over again.

      Her words dip towards the end of the lyrics, and I can tell that she’s tired.

      Her eyelashes are fluttering closed more often than not and her arms are getting heavier across my chest.

      I reach out and pull the thick rug from the bench. Pulling it over us, I settle my head back.

      And then I relax into the first night of peaceful sleep that I’ve had since Sean left.
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      A scraping metal sound grates across my subconsciousness. Pulls me from the depths of sleep.

      “What is that?” I mumble incoherently.

      It feels like I’ve only just shut my eyes. But the first rays of morning light searing through my eyelids tells me that we’ve slept for a few hours at least.

      I can feel Saoirse’s warm weight nestled against my chest. Her wild red hair falls like a curtain over my arms.

      The sense of peace and contentment I feel lasts only seconds.

      Then a nagging feeling of worry rushes through me.

      Because the first thing I see when I open my eyes is a face, leering down at me like some unwelcome rash.

      “Well, well, well. Isn’t this cute?”

      Brody fucking Murtagh.

      How the fuck did he find us?

      Why the fuck is he even up here?

      At the sound of his voice, Saoirse gasps awake. She startles upright but I manage to hold her down before she exposes herself completely.

      “Cillian!” she cries out, still half-asleep.

      It’s pathetic that my heart expands when my name is the first sound out of her mouth.

      But it gives me strength.

      “It’s okay,” I tell her softly. “I’m right here. I’ve got you.”

      Brody laughs scornfully. I realize that he’s got two men with him this time, too. But they’re different than the ones he brought to Saoirse’s house.

      Whatever. It doesn’t matter anyway.

      They’re all just stooges. Interchangeable. Equally useless.

      “You certainly have got her,” Murtagh snarls with the same sickening smile on his face. Then his gaze falls to Saoirse. “Tell you what, hon: if you do to me what you did to this poor bastard last night, I’d be more than happy to forgive your father’s debt.”

      “Fuck you,” she snaps.

      His eyes widen a little. I guess he wasn’t expecting quite so much fire from a woman who’s completely naked.

      She squeezes the rug around her body, but her legs are still exposed. I can see one of Murtagh’s stooges eyeing her up down.

      I decide that once I’ve handled Murtagh, that gléas is gonna be the next one on the ground bleeding from every fucking orifice.

      My eyes flicker over his features. Thin face, pale coloring, dark eyes. Ugly black birthmark on his cheek.

      The second Kinahan soldier is standing a few feet away. He’s mostly out of my line of sight. He’s a big guy, though. Probably as tall as I am, but much broader. Much heavier.

      Murtagh moves a little closer. I realize his eyes are bloodshot. He’s drunk, maybe.

      “When did this little arrangement start?” he demands. “Has it been going on for a while? If I knew you could be bought, I’d have offered a fair price. A penny for your pussy, perhaps?”

      He cackles like he just made the world’s funniest joke.

      He’s close enough now that I can smell the alcohol on him. Definitely drunk.

      I’m hoping his stooges are equally inebriated. That might make it easier to take on all three of them.

      If it comes down to that.

      “I’m not a whore!” Saoirse rages. “Not all of us can be bought, motherfucker.”

      Murtagh’s jaw twitches. “Everyone can be fucking bought,” he snarls.

      I make sure to keep the rug squarely over Saoirse before I get to my feet. I don’t want any of them seeing her naked.

      I reach for my pants, but Murtagh tries to block me.

      I anticipate the move though, and I move fast. I grab his hand and twist it back. I can easily break it, but the situation is sensitive and I don’t want to invite a fight if it can be avoided.

      So instead, I twist hard enough that it’ll hurt and shove him back before the bone snaps.

      He growls with pain as he collides into the same brick wall that I’d had Saoirse pushed up against last night.

      The Kinahan goons move forward, but none of them make a definitive advance toward me.

      I take the opportunity to throw Saoirse her clothes and then I shimmy my pants on.

      Saoirse grabs her clothes and ducks behind one of the bigger flower pots resting against the side wall. It doesn’t cover her completely, but I don’t want to take my eyes off any of the three men facing us.

      “You fucker,” Murtagh growls.

      “Don’t fucking mess with me, Murtagh. You don’t want the fight.”

      “Maybe I do.”

      “Then you’re even stupider than you look.”

      His eyes narrow, anger squeezing out the pain on his face. “You’re forgetting who I am. Who I’m connected to.”

      “I haven’t forgotten a thing. You’re a fucking rich boy who has a rich daddy. Congratulations.”

      “Ronan O’Sullivan is a powerful man. But he’s not as powerful as my father. Not anymore.”

      “That’s fucking bullshit.”

      “It’s not,” Murtagh replies, licking his lips. “My father has the Kinahans at his disposal, not to mention half the cops in the city.”

      He straightens up and grimaces. “In case you’re too fucking stupid to connect the dots, that means we significantly outnumber you.” A triumphant smile flares across his face. “And it means you don’t want to mess with me.”

      “I like to stay out of the politics of the business,” I tell him. “Which means I have no problem beating the shit out of you and letting the chips fall where they may.”

      “Your father might disagree.”

      I glare at him. His confidence is starting to grate on me.

      One thing I know about Brody Murtagh: he’s a fucking coward.

      The only reason he’s standing here in front of me with so much bravado is because he feels untouchable.

      “In fact, I know he would,” Brody continues. “He knows he’s not top dog in this city anymore.”

      “That’s a fucking lie.”

      “Is it?” Murtagh inquires. He’s clearly enjoying himself.

      I chance a glance at Saoirse, and I’m relieved to see that she’s almost fully dressed now.

      “Then why would he accept a meeting with my father?” he demands.

      I pale. I can fucking feel my color go ghostly white.

      “Oh, dear. Didn’t know that, did you? Guess the father doesn’t trust the son enough to share important clan business with him. Kinda pathetic, don’t you think?”

      “The only thing that’s pathetic here is you,” Saoirse seethes, stepping out from behind the large pot.

      Her eyes are trained on Murtagh even as she steps towards me.

      The rich boy’s lips pull back in a vicious snarl. “You need to shut your whore mouth,” he growls. “The men are talking.”

      “I see only one man here,” she replies without missing a beat. “The one standing next to me. The rest of you are just boys playing pretend.”

      He take a furious step forward, but I lunge in front of Saoirse and shove him back.

      “You will not fucking touch her.”

      He regains his balance. His eyes dance between Saoirse and me.

      “So this is more than just a quick fuck on a mangy rooftop, huh?” he asks. “I’ll tell you what, O’Sullivan: I’ll let you leave. I won’t even tell your father about your disrespect towards my family.”

      I narrow my eyes. Waiting for the catch.

      “If… you give me the girl.”

      Saoirse tenses instantly.

      But I don’t.

      I just laugh in the motherfucker’s face. “Like I said before, you’re not laying a hand on her.”

      Murtagh shakes his head. “You know it’s not smart going against me.”

      I do know.

      I just don’t care.

      And he’s starting to realize that.

      He thinks he’s taking me by surprise when he lunges forward, but his intentions are written all over his stupid fucking face from the second he gets the idea.

      I’m more than ready for him.

      I move to meet him, and within seconds, I have him in a headlock. He screams in fury, as both of his men charge at me fast.

      “Cillian!” Saoirse warns.

      But I’m in my fucking element.

      I wasn’t lying when I said I’d protect her. That’s my new mission in life. That’s all that matters anymore.

      Murtagh is still under my arm when I use his body as leverage to twist around and kick one of his stooges in the face. The man reels and cries out.

      The second Kinahan is apparently a little smarter. He stops about three feet away from me and pulls out his gun.

      But then again, I have his boss in a headlock.

      So maybe not so smart after all.

      Laughing, I pull Murtagh into an upright position and make sure he’s right in front of me.

      “You wanna shoot, buddy?” I taunt. “Go right the fuck ahead.”

      Then I realize that, if his stooges are armed, Murtagh definitely is. I feel around in his waistband, while I keep my eyes on the two stooges in front of me.

      “Don’t flatter yourself by the way,” I tell him as he struggles to free himself. “I don’t have ill intentions. Just need to find your gun.”

      Jackpot.

      I pull his gun out, cock it, and press it to his temple.

      “In any case, you’re not my type.”

      “You fucking asshole!” he rails against me.

      I laugh. Mostly because it’s funny. But also because I know that the more I laugh, the more incensed he becomes.

      “Saoirse,” I say, glancing at her. “Why don’t you head out? I’m sure you’re needed elsewhere.”

      She steps into my line of sight and shakes her head. “I’m not leaving you here.”

      “Babe, look at me. Do I look like I need help?” I ask before turning to the Kinahan goons. “Drop your weapons or your little boss here gets his brains blown out.”

      “You wouldn’t fucking dare.”

      “Try me,” I growl. “Just fucking try me.”

      “Put your guns down,” Murtagh hisses. I can tell how hard it is for him to give the command.

      His men obey almost immediately.

      “What good little trained dogs,” I praise. “Do you heel as well? Roll over? Play dead?”

      One man just stares at me, expressionless and robotic. The other one huffs and puffs until he actually goes beet red.

      “Kick the guns away,” I order.

      Murtagh nods. Both men obey again.

      “Well, this was fun,” I say, pushing Murtagh away from me.

      I sigh and relax. I really don’t expect him to make another attempt on me. I mean, how many times does the fucker need to get his ass handed to him before he accepts that he’s no match for me?

      But apparently, he’s got something to prove.

      Because the moment I release him, he twists around and charges at me.

      This time, I’m pissed.

      I’m really fucking pissed.

      So I put my all into the punch.

      And God, does it feel fucking good when it connects.

      Knuckle straight to jaw. A sickening crunch rings out. Brody bellows and flies back on top of the low brick wall that lines the edge of the rooftop.

      I stride over to him, my fist ready for the second punch.

      He looks up at me, mouth full of blood. Eyes brimming with hate.

      He starts to say, “You motherfucki—”

      I don’t hold back when my knuckles meet his jaw for the second time in as many seconds.

      The only thing I don’t factor in is his position.

      The momentum of my punch comes from low to high. Catches him right under the chin.

      And that’s all it takes.

      His eyes roll back in his head. His body twists over the brick wall. It hits him low in the knees.

      Tips his center of balance over, over, over…

      Then he’s gone.

      Someone screams. I don’t even know who it is.

      I run to the edge of the wall and look down.

      Fuck.

      It’s a five-story drop. Murtagh’s on the pavement. I can’t see blood from here—not yet, at least—but his limbs are twisted at grotesque angles.

      “Oh, fuck.”

      “What have you done?” one of his stooges roars. “You’ve killed him!”

      “This will start an all-out war, you dumb motherfucker,” the other one grimaces.

      Fuck. My heart is pounding.

      They’re right. They’re both fucking right.

      I turn from the balcony’s edge and go straight for Saoirse. I grab her arms and pull her to me.

      “You have to go,” I tell her urgently. “Now.”

      “Cillian,” she whispers, her eyes wide with panic. “I won’t leave you.”

      “This is bad, Saoirse,” I say.

      I promised I’d never lie to her. I won’t start now.

      “I don’t want you to be here for what happens next. Go.”

      “But—”

      “NOW!”

      She flinches away from me, but her eyes are still reluctant.

      “Please,” I whisper. “For me.”

      A teardrop squeezes out from the corner of her shimmering blue eye. She nods once, trembling from head to toe.

      And then she turns to flee.

      I stand there and watch her go.

      I see her wild red hair disappear through the door.

      As soon as she’s gone, the emptiness engulfs me.
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      I race down the narrow, circular staircase that I ascended with Cillian what feels like a lifetime ago.

      I’m halfway down when the entire contraption shakes as though it’s about to fall apart. I glance back behind me and realize that one of the Kinahan thugs is following me.

      My heart is going a million miles an hour.

      So are my thoughts.

      I’m still processing everything that’s happened between Cillian and me in the last twelve hours.

      And now this?

      When I get to the bottom of the staircase, I’m surprised to find that there’s still people milling around. Most of them are drunk, clinging to each other or to an empty bottle.

      As I run past the bar, the bartender notices me. He’s tall, well-built, and good looking in a stereotypical kind of way.

      His eyes go wide as he registers the panic on my face.

      “Hey,” he says. “You okay?”

      “She’s my business, O’Malley,” the Kinahan thug bellows. He’s closer to me than I realized.

      I’m hoping that the bartender will come to my aid. But his face shuts down instantly.

      He holds up his hands and nods in terror. “I’ll stay out of it then.”

      “That’s fookin’ right.”

      That’s when it hits me.

      No one but Cillian has the balls to mess with the Murtaghs or the Kinahans. And right now, Cillian is dealing with a much greater problem.

      Which means I’m on my own.

      I fly through the pub until I reach the door that Cillian and I entered through.

      I fling it open and race down the next flight of steps. This time, I’m thankful for the lack of light. Maybe I can find a way to shake off the asshole chasing me.

      I bolt through the narrow passageway, hoping to run into Gabe.

      But after what just happened with the bartender, I doubt he’ll be much help, either.

      No one’s going to stand between me and the Kinahans.

      No one but Cillian.

      When I see the black door at the end of the passageway, I speed up a little. The man sitting in the corner isn’t Gabe. He’s taller, skinnier, blonder.

      He stands when he sees me, his eyes zeroing in with suspicion.

      “What the fuck?”

      “Open the door!” I yell at him, aware that my pursuer is right behind me.

      He does and I run out of it and onto the brightening streets. The sun is almost completely up now and there are a few early birds jogging or heading off to work early.

      I ignore their pointed looks as I race down the streets, refusing to slow my pace.

      He’s still following me.

      My lungs are about to burst out of my chest. The pain is searing into my limbs and slowing me down.

      Then I feel him grab my arm and twist me around hard.

      “No!”

      I try and fight him, but he pushes me into a narrow alleyway and pins me up against the wall.

      I can smell garbage and urine and the strong body odor rising off the Kinahan thug who’s got me captive.

      “Stop…! Please…”

      “‘Please’ don’t work on me, baby,” he snarls with a sickly smile. “You’re in a fuck-load of trouble. Your boy just killed ours.”

      “He tried to attack us.”

      “Attacks happen all the time in this city,” he tells me. “Murders are a whole other ballgame.”

      Fear skitters across my body.

      But this time, it’s not for me.

      It’s for Cillian.

      “Let me go!”

      “I will. Just as soon as you spread those sweet—”

      My reaction is immediate and completely unplanned. The moment it becomes clear exactly what his intentions are, I knee him in the groin as hard as I can.

      Instant, sickening crunch.

      His ugly face scrunches up with pain.

      “Fuuuuck!” he stammers, the pain preventing him from screaming.

      I push him off me and he crumples to the ground in a fetal position.

      Serves the motherfucker right.

      I don’t bother to stay and gloat. I leap over his folded body and run out of the alleyway, then zig-zag through the streets until I find a quiet corner in the middle of one of the little public gardens that pepper Dublin.

      I sit down and try to calm myself.

      My hands are red and clammy and I’m sweating profusely.

      I run my hands down my face, trying desperately to get my bearings.

      It takes a good fifteen minutes for my breathing to come back to normal. Even then, I can’t shake off the panic that’s coursing through me like poison.

      I wrap my arms around my body trying to curb the shaking.

      It doesn’t stop.

      “Cillian…”

      Even whispering his name is painful.

      The cloak of safety and comfort that engulfed me an hour ago is gone.

      Last night, things were blurred and soft and beautiful under the fairy lights.

      But there’s no romance in the daylight.

      “Excuse me, miss?”

      I nearly jump a foot.

      The man looking down at me is dark-skinned, tall, and broad-shouldered. He’s wearing a suit and carrying a cup of coffee in his hand.

      “Sorry,” he says quickly. “I didn’t mean to alarm you.”

      “I, uh… It’s…”

      I know I’m not making any sense. I’m barely coherent.

      “Are you okay?” he asks with concern.

      I shake my head, tears floating up to my eyes despite myself.

      “No, I’m not okay. Nothing’s going to be okay anymore.”

      “There now, it can’t be all that bad,” he consoles. “Did you have a fight with your parents? Or your boyfriend maybe?”

      I want to laugh in his face.

      How little he knows. How little he understands.

      I wipe away my tears and stand up. “I’m fine. I’ll be fine,” I say.

      Cillian would have accused me of lying. He’d be right, too.

      But he’s not here.

      He’s only been in my life for such a short period of time, and yet his absence feels colossal. There’s a void in my world that I can’t quite wrap my head around.

      And why would that be the case—unless I didn’t believe I’d see him again?

      “Are you sure?” the man asks, forcing me back to the present. “Do you need to use a phone?”

      “No,” I say curtly. “But thank you.”

      I start walking away before I dissolve into tears and make myself his problem. I turn the corner and blend into all the people heading off to their respective workplaces.

      I want to go straight to the hospital, but I decide to stop by at my house first and clean myself up a bit.

      A part of me is hoping that Cillian will be there waiting for me.
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      But when I arrive, the house is as silent as ever.

      I head straight to the bathroom across the hall from my bedroom. I’m almost afraid to look at my reflection in the mirror.

      But when I do, I’m surprised.

      I expect to see myself scarred and broken.

      I expect to be shocked, repulsed by my own appearance.

      But I don’t look any different than I normally do.

      I look tired, sad. Worn to the bone.

      Victims of trauma don’t walk around with the sum of their pain etched across their faces like a scarlet letter.

      Or do they?

      Cillian’s voice rings out in my head. It’s in the eyes.

      I stare at my eyes in the mirror and that’s where I see it.

      The fear.

      The panic.

      The inexplicable sense of loss.

      “No,” I say out loud to the empty bathroom. “I haven’t lost Cillian. He’s out there. And he’ll find a way back to me. I know he will.”

      I undress and step into the shower. But my fingers hesitate over the knob.

      It takes me a second to realize why I’m stalling: I don’t want to wash him off me.

      I want the memory of his touch, of his scent, of his kisses, to linger for as long as I can possibly keep them.

      How long can I wait, though? Nothing that comes next is guaranteed. I have empty hopes—nothing more.

      So I bite down and turn the nozzle on. The cold sucks the oxygen out of my lungs.

      But I welcome it.

      I need to feel something other than the sinking feeling in my gut.

      Once I’ve washed away the last twelve hours, I dry off and slip on my only other pair of jeans and a white sweater. I comb my unruly hair out and tie it tight at the back of my head.

      As I do, I notice the redness along my nape.

      I touch the skin there, imagining the way Cillian’s lips felt when he kissed me.

      I close my eyes for a moment, wishing there was some way I could check on him to make sure he’s okay.

      I don’t even have a phone number for him.

      Feeling helpless, I leave the house and head for the hospital.

      I’m paranoid and watchful the entire way there. Twice, I think I spot Cillian walking through the crowds of people on the busy streets of Dublin.

      Both times, it’s just a trick of my imagination.

      I make my way to my father’s room. The corridor that leads to it is quiet.

      But when I push the door open and walk inside, I freeze.

      Someone’s in here with him.

      “Tristan,” I whisper. My voice falters perceptibly as the door closes behind me.

      Sure enough, it’s him.

      He stares at me with harsh eyes. He might actually be considered good-looking if it weren’t for the ruthlessness that clings to his features.

      “Saoirse,” he says, turning towards me. “Where have you been?”

      “I… At home,” I reply, trying to get ahold of myself before he can see through the lie.

      He looks like he’s about to poke holes in that, but I deflect by walking towards Pa. Lying in bed, he looks like he’s in pain.

      “Pa,” I say gently. “Are you okay? How are you feeling today?”

      He looks at me with an odd expression. Like he can’t choose between being angry or disappointed in me.

      “What have you done, Saoirse?” he demands in a hoarse rasp.

      His breath catches and he starts coughing a little. He struggles to sit up, so I move in to try and help him, only for him to shake me off callously.

      “Pa, what’s wrong?”

      “What’s wrong?” he bites back at me. “What’s wrong is I thought my girl was smarter.”

      I can feel Tristan standing just behind me.

      I don’t even want to glance in his direction, but I know I won’t be able to avoid him for long.

      “I’ll ask you again, Saoirse,” Tristan says. “Where were you last night?”

      I turn to him slowly. “What does it matter?”

      He raises his eyebrows. “You’re in a lot of trouble right now,” he says. “You might want to watch your tone. Especially with the people who are trying to help you.”

      My throat constricts.

      How is it possible that he knows about what happened with Murtagh?

      Then I remember Murtagh’s brag earlier this morning.

      My father has the Kinahans at his disposal, not to mention half the cops in the city.

      Of course Tristan knows. Of course he does.

      “It was an accident,” I stammer. “Murtagh attacked us on the rooftop of the pub. Cillian was just trying to—”

      “Are you fucking daft, girl?!” Pa roars at me with more strength than I thought he possessed.

      Clearly, it takes a lot out of him because his face goes red and he winces with pain. But he doesn’t stop, either.

      I don’t know if it’s because he’s actually that mad or if he’s just pandering to Tristan.

      “Cillian fucking O’Sullivan!” Pa continues. “What are you thinking getting involved with the likes of him? How long has it been going on?”

      I back away from his bed.

      “He’s not like the rest of them, the thugs you deal with,” I say defensively. “And I have the right to spend time with anyone I want.”

      “The hell you do.”

      This time, it’s Tristan who speaks.

      He doesn’t raise his voice, not even a little.

      And the effect is somehow far worse.

      Even Pa goes silent and slumps back against his raised pillow.

      “Come with me,” Tristan orders in that same frigid snarl, sweeping past me and heading for the door.

      I glance towards my father, waiting for him to tell me to stay with him. But he barely meets my eye when he speaks.

      “Go, Saoirse,” he says quietly. “Don’t make things worse than they already are.”

      I push back the betrayed tears stinging my eyes and follow Tristan outside into the broad hospital corridor. There are a few nurses at the main station up ahead, but otherwise, the place is quiet.

      Almost peaceful.

      Tristan doesn’t even deign to look at me when he speaks. “You were a fool to think there wouldn’t be any consequences for shacking up with an O’Sullivan.”

      “Why?” I demand. “I’m supposed to be loyal to the Kinahans just because you’re in their pocket?”

      I know I shouldn’t say it.

      I know it even as the words leave my mouth.

      But I can feel the walls closing in on me. And like a trapped animal, I feel the need to lash out.

      His eyes widen and his nostrils flare dangerously.

      “Careful now,” he says. “Careful. I’m trying to help you.”

      “Why would I need your help?” I scoff.

      He cocks head to the side and gives me an amused smile that reeks of ill intention.

      “Your little boyfriend’s rooftop stunt has already reached all the relevant ears,” Tristan informs me. “We know what he did to Brody Murtagh.”

      “Murtagh was the one that attacked us!”

      “Irrelevant,” Tristan says with a wave of his hand. “Fights between the mafia families are common. Murders are not. That is shit you don’t fucking mess with.”

      “Where is he?” I ask before I can stop myself.

      “Brody Murtagh is in Saint Luke’s Hospital now. A team of doctors are working to see if they can save him. It doesn’t look good.”

      “I’m not talking about Murtagh,” I snarl.

      Tristan’s eyes narrow. “What does he mean to you, exactly?” he asks. “From what I hear, the boy’s own father thinks he’s little more than a shit-stain.”

      I catch a glimpse of the jealousy in his eyes.

      Jealousy alone doesn’t have the power to scare me.

      But I can see possessiveness, too.

      And that’s terrifying.

      “He… he’s a friend,” I stammer.

      He grabs my arm and twists it towards him. I flinch with pain but he refuses to relax his grip. “A friend you fuck?” he hisses.

      “Why do you even care?”

      “I care about everything to do with you,” he says, with a bite in his tone that removes any iota of real affection it might have held. “I told you, Saoirse: your future is my concern. Especially now.”

      My eyes go wide with horror. “What do you mean?”

      “The Kinahans didn’t just report on the O’Sullivan runt,” Tristan tells me. “They named you, too. You’re in as much trouble as he is.”

      “No…!”

      “Heads will roll for this, Saoirse. And at the moment, yours is on the chopping block along with the others. But it doesn’t have to be.”

      “What are you saying?” I ask desperately.

      “Charges are going to be brought up against the O’Sullivans for this,” he replies. “Not the kind of charges you try in court, though. These are the kind of trials that take place late at night with no one watching.”

      I shudder. My mouth is clammy and dry suddenly. “That’s… illegal.”

      Tristan shrugs. “That’s the way the game is played for the powerful.”

      “The O’Sullivan’s are powerful, too,” I point out.

      “Not like they once were,” Tristan demurs with a smirk. “And they know it. Ronan O’Sullivan is not going to enter into a full-scale mafia war if all it takes is sacrificing one son.”

      I gasp. “He wouldn’t…!”

      Tristan shrugs again. “He’s got spares.”

      I take note of the plural. Apparently, the Kinahans don’t yet know about Sean’s departure.

      I’m certainly not going to be the one to fill them in.

      “Even if Ronan decides to use his connections to save his son, he’s sure as hell not going to do the same for you,” Tristan tells me. “But I can.”

      I stop short.

      “And what do you want in return?” I whisper, my stomach plummeting.

      He leers at me for a long moment. Biding his time like he’s been waiting his whole life for this moment.

      And shit, maybe he has.

      A scarier thought: maybe he’s been waiting my whole life for this moment.

      Then he says it, and when he does, it’s worse than I ever could have imagined.

      “All you have to do is marry me.”

      I stare at him in shock for a few moments. “You… you want me to marry you?”

      He doesn’t so much as blink. Just nods slowly.

      A bubble of laughter bursts from me. But it dies away just as quickly when I look at his dark, unsmiling face.

      “You’re serious?” I say, sobering up fast.

      “I’m the only one with the means and the inclination to protect you, Saoirse,” Tristan says, taking a step towards me. “I’ll even agree to take care of your fool of a father. But without me, you’re facing a Kinahan gun by nightfall. And your dear old pa will have no one to keep him out of trouble. No one to protect him from all those dangerous men he still owes.”

      It feels like the world is slowing down suddenly.

      Like I’m about to lose balance.

      To fall headfirst into an endless abyss.

      “Won’t it be sad?” Tristan continues as I try to process the offer he’s just made.

      Except it’s not really an offer at all.

      It’s a threat.

      “If the men who want their money back come to get your father, they’ll take their pound of flesh when they find he can’t pay, darling. By the time they’re done, you won’t even be able to bury the man,” Tristan whispers into my ear. “Ask yourself, my dear: is Cillian O’Sullivan worth that?”

      My fingers have started trembling again.

      I raise my tear-stained eyes to him. “Please,” I beg, all my fight gone. “Don’t do this.”

      “I’m trying to save you, Saoirse. You and your miserable father,” he croons. “Let me.”

      I shake my head, but he grabs my hand and pulls me close.

      “Make the decision now,” he says. “Make it fast. It won’t stay on the table long.”

      “Tristan…”

      “I so love the way you say my name,” he interrupts abruptly.

      He puts his hand under my jaw and pulls my face up to meet his.

      “I… I…”

      I can’t find my voice. It’s gone. I left it on the rooftop of the Free Canary.

      All I have left is screams.

      “Well, Saoirse?” he asks, his eyes boring into mine challengingly. “Are you gonna save yourself? Are you gonna save your father? All you have to do is say yes.”

      Just say yes.

      Is that all?

      It seems so simple.

      But Tristan Rearden has turned that one little word into a death sentence.

      “Make your decision,” Tristan says, his fingers tightening under my jaw. “And make it now.”
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          A JAIL CELL IN THE DUBLIN POLICE DEPARTMENT

        

      

    

    
      A glass of water has been placed on a little square table about five feet away from the jail cell I’m sitting in.

      That puts it just barely outside my line of reach.

      Which is unfortunate, because I have never been thirstier in my whole goddamn life.

      It’s also extremely intentional, because these cops are the biggest fucking scumbags on the planet.

      I try to swallow past my parched throat as I glance at the clock on the adjacent wall and make a quick mental calculation.

      It’s eight o’clock in the morning. Which means I’ve been in this fucking cell for almost twenty-four hours.

      The iron door at the far end of the floor clangs open.

      A policewoman walks in. Tall, austere, very much no-nonsense. I notice she’s got her hair pinned up today.

      Funny, because she didn’t seem too enthused when I told her last night how utterly ravishing she looked with it down.

      I guess not all women like compliments.

      “Officer Rian!” I greet, grabbing the bars of my cell and flashing her my best smile. “How are you this fine morning?”

      “Mr. O’Sullivan,” she sighs. “You’re still here?”

      I give her a pitiful puppy dog look. “I wouldn’t be if you just released me.”

      She grumbles before her eyes fall on the full glass of water. She understands instantly that it’s there to taunt me.

      I see a flash of sympathy before she wipes her expression clean of emotion.

      “Thirsty?” she asks.

      “Like you wouldn’t believe.”

      She glances towards the door that leads to the holding area where most of her colleagues hang out. Then she picks up the glass and hands it to me through the bars.

      I gulp down the water in three seconds flat.

      Relief floods through my system. I’m so grateful I honestly just want to pull her in for a huge bear hug.

      “Jesus. That was good,” I breathe as I hand the glass back to her.

      She takes it from my hands and sets it back down on the table. Now that the thirst is no longer dominating my thoughts, I can concentrate on other things.

      “Why were you surprised to see me here?” I ask.

      She shrugs. “Your kind don’t tend to stay behind bars long,” she says, an edge of bitterness seeping into her tone.

      “Hey now, Officer,” I protest, “we’re not all bad. Some of us are even nice.”

      She almost cracks a smile.

      Almost.

      Then her face shifts. She looks almost… sad? That wouldn’t make any sense, so I dismiss it. But something is definitely up.

      “Question for you, little O’Sullivan,” she murmurs.

      “I object to the diminutive,” I say, “but the floor is yours, Officer.”

      “Where’s your da?”

      Her voice is soft. Gentle.

      And yet, I feel my confidence faltering.

      It’s a question I’ve been asking myself for the last twenty-four hours.

      Amongst other questions, of course.

      Questions like, where is Saoirse?

      Is she safe?

      Where does she think I am?

      All good questions. None of which I’m liable to get answers to anytime soon.

      Especially not from a fucking prison cell.

      Which brings me back to Officer Rian’s question.

      Where the hell is my father?

      “I don’t know,” I say with a shrug, trying to play down his absence. “I’m betting he had an early tee time. Clearly, he hasn’t heard about this. Bad news always messes up his putting game.”

      The policewoman raises her eyebrows and cocks her head to the side. “Come on now. You’re not that naïve.”

      She takes a step closer to my cell.

      “I’m not part of the, shall we call them, ‘politics’ in this department. I’m not in anyone’s pocket,” she continues. “And even I know that Ronan O’Sullivan was one of the first people to be informed about the incident.”

      “Accident,” I correct. “It was just a little accident.”

      “An accident that has left the son of the most powerful man in the city in a coma.”

      “So he isn’t dead?” I ask, gripping the bars a little tighter.

      “Not that I’ve heard.”

      A part of me is relieved. Mostly because I know Murtagh’s death will cause more trouble than he’s worth.

      But another part of me is disappointed.

      The fucker is just wasting oxygen, as far as I’m concerned.

      “My father will be here,” I say with a confidence I definitely don’t feel. “We O’Sullivans have always been procrastinators.”

      I throw her a little wink. She just shakes her head at me.

      “That callous, over-confident act you’ve got going isn’t going to last long,” she tells me. “The Murtaghs and Kinahans are going to chew you up and spit you out.”

      I snort. “I’m hardly concerned about a rich boy playing gangster dress-up. I was born into the life.”

      “Maybe. But you haven’t lived it yet,” she replies.

      “Jesus, you sure know how to make a guy feel optimistic, don’t you?” I remark. “Makes a man long for the comfort of an isolated cell.”

      “You’re in luck then, because that’s the future you’re looking at.”

      I grit my teeth, but I refuse to let the smile slide off my face. “With all due respect, ma’am, you don’t know a damn thing about my future.”

      Her jaw tightens. “I know that you think you’re untouchable just because of your last name,” she says. “I used to think I was untouchable, too. I wear a uniform and a badge, and I thought that meant I was protected. Then Murtagh started taking over the force and the city. And now? Now, I wear my uniform and badge out of a sense of duty. To try and do what I can for the people I can save. Because God knows there’s a fuck-ton of people I can’t.”

      She takes one step closer to the cell. Again, there’s a weird emotion in her face I can’t decipher.

      Not quite pity.

      Not quite anger.

      A little of both, perhaps.

      “I can’t do shit for you, son,” she says, her eyes hazing over with regret. “Do you know why?”

      “Because helping me would be going against the Kinahan and the Murtaghs?” I conclude quietly.

      She nods. “At least you’re in a better position than most. Not every person in here has a rich and powerful daddy to come bail them out.”

      “Do you see my rich and powerful daddy anywhere?” I drawl. “Because I sure as hell don’t.”

      She sighs, but she falls silent at the sound of approaching footsteps.

      Another policeman steps into the elongated space. I recognize this bastard.

      Officer Murphy is the sadistic fucker who decided to put the glass of water just out of my reach.

      He’s in his fifties, pale-faced and balding. One of those assholes who gets high off a power trip simply because they’re loyal to the right men.

      His eyes fall on Officer Rian for only a second before they slide over onto me.

      “You gave him the water?” he seethes.

      I have to resist the urge to roll my eyes. Instead, I decide to be a gentleman and save her ass.

      “More like she stood there and drank it while I watched,” I snap, making a show of fake fury. “Are all your subordinates as thoughtful as you are?”

      He slams his baton against the bars of my cell. Like I’m supposed to be scared of loud noises or some shit.

      This prick is the fucking worst.

      “Office Rian,” Murphy says without so much as looking at her, “you’re dismissed.”

      “Sir?”

      “You are dismissed,” he repeats impatiently.

      “I was asked to stay with him until—”

      “Those fucking orders have changed then, haven’t they?” he snarls at her.

      She looks like she’s on the verge of saying something she’ll regret.

      I interject, “Aww, Officer Rian! I’ll miss you as well. But I have to be fair to Ol’ Murph here. I’m sure he wants his quality time with me, too.”

      She stares at me as though I’ve completely lost my mind.

      But whatever.

      While I’m in this shitshow, I may as well have a little fun.

      And, cop or not, there is something about her I like. She isn’t as bad as the rest of them.

      She hasn’t sold out all her dignity.

      Murphy stalks over to the bars of my cell and glares at me with narrowed eyes.

      “I wouldn’t be so quick with the jokes, you little shit,” he threatens. “Your time is up.”

      “Oo, cue the ominous music!” I say. “Let me guess: you watch a lot of cop shows, friend?”

      He raises his baton, but before he can bring it crashing down against the bars of my cell, I hear more footsteps. Murphy clearly does, too, because he lowers the weapon and looks toward the door.

      His face pales slightly when he sees who it is.

      I crane my neck forward, but I can’t quite make out who has just arrived.

      Until my father rounds the corner.

      “Mr. O’Sullivan,” Murphy murmurs, stepping away from my holding cell.

      I take a breath as Da steps through the door. His light blue eyes don’t so much as glance in my direction. He acts as though I’m merely part of the scenery.

      He’s wearing his long, grey wool coat. On any other man, it would look foolish. Like he’s playing at being rich and powerful.

      On my father, it looks exactly right.

      “Officer Murphy,” Da intones.

      Murphy looks shocked that Da knows his name, but says nothing.

      “If you don’t mind, I’d like a few words with the prisoner.”

      I don’t miss the word choice. Prisoner.

      Nice to see you too, Da, I want to mutter.

      Murphy hesitates. “My orders—”

      “—are irrelevant,” Da cuts in. His gaze flashes sinister. “Now, go before I lose patience.”

      Without a word, Murphy waddles out.

      Da walks towards my cell as he passes a tired hand across his face.

      I’ve known the man my entire life. And it’s still hard for me to read him sometimes.

      Except when he’s pissed.

      When he’s pissed, I can tell right away. But then again, everyone can.

      Finally, his eyes meet mine. He makes no attempt to break the silence.

      He just stands there, casting judgement, making me feel small and insignificant without saying a damn word.

      When I was a boy, I used to think I could outlast these prolonged silences. But I’m not that naïve boy anymore. No matter what anyone else says.

      “Da… he attacked me—”

      “Brody. Fucking. Murtagh,” Da growls.

      He doesn’t raise his voice. He doesn’t need to. His tone does all the heavy lifting. “What were you thinking?”

      “I was defending myself.”

      “Yourself?” Da spits. “Because my sources tell me that you risked everything for a fucking girl.”

      I bristle at that. The reaction is immediate and I can’t tame the burst of anger that courses through me when he brings up Saoirse.

      “She’s not just any girl,” I snap.

      “No, apparently not,” Da says. “Apparently, she’s Padraig Connelly’s daughter.”

      I stop short.

      My father is nothing if not prepared.

      “Now, I would never have concerned myself with the likes of a lowly debtor,” he continues. “But when my son decides to fuck his daughter—”

      “That’s not all it was.”

      Da steps closer to the cell, his eyes flashing dangerously. “Don’t tell me you’re that goddamn stupid.”

      “Da—”

      “My bookies are telling me that the debt owed by Connelly has been paid,” he says. “Recently, in fact.”

      I don’t offer up any information.

      “Did you pay off the debt yourself?”

      I don’t want to claim ownership of something I didn’t do. But I don’t want to out Sean, either. Da would only see it as another sign of weakness.

      “What does it matter?” I argue finally. “What does it matter who paid the debt, as long as it’s paid?”

      “That is not how this family operates.”

      “It was two thousand euros. You could find that in the couch cushions.”

      “Two thousand euros can go a long fucking way in the right hands,” he replies. “But I wouldn’t expect you to understand. You’ve never worked for anything in your life.”

      I frown. “What the fuck are you talking about?” I ask. “I’ve worked my whole entire life.”

      “You’ve always been an O’Sullivan,” Da rebuts harshly. “Whatever you’ve done has been connected to me. To the family name that I built. You and Brody Murtagh are alike in that regard.”

      That’s meant to piss me off, and it succeeds. “I am nothing like that miserable son of a bitch.”

      “I thought you were smarter than him,” Da muses. “But apparently not.”

      “Are you not hearing me?” I snarl. “He attacked me.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know—because he’s a fucking pathetic wannabe gangster who likes throwing his weight around?”

      “You should have stayed out of his way. For God’s sake, you should have just let him fuck the girl if that’s all he wanted.”

      I stop short. Fury blossoms in my chest, hot and relentless.

      I’m not sure if I love my father. I’m not sure if I hate him.

      But God help me—if there weren’t bars between us, I’d fucking strangle him with my bare hands right now.

      And then I see it. The truth behind his eyes.

      I hadn’t wanted to accept it before. But there’s no denying it now.

      “You don’t want to go up against them, do you?” I ask quietly. “The Murtaghs and the Kinahans.”

      Da’s expression doesn’t change, but his hands tighten into fists.

      “This life is more than just about brute strength and power,” he says instead of answering my question. “You have to be smart. Murtagh is a politician with significant pull. Now that he’s aligned himself with the Kinahans, we need to watch our backs.”

      “Murtagh mentioned that you were meeting with his father soon.”

      “A meeting that has been postponed,” Da replies. “In light of recent events. This could cost us, Cillian.”

      “He’s not dead yet,” I point out.

      “He might as well be. I have a source in the hospital where the boy is being monitored. He’s in a coma. He may well stay that way forever.”

      “Pity,” I drawl sarcastically under my breath.

      “Either way, my hopes of a treaty with the Kinahans are basically shot to shit at this point. Murtagh’s never going to make peace with the man whose son effectively killed his.”

      “He’s not going to start a full-scale war though,” I say logically. “He may be powerful, but so are you.”

      “True,” Da concedes with a nod. “But it’s going to make territory disputes and dealings between borders harder now. If we cross over, there will be no clemency shown.”

      “So we fight fire with fire,” I argue. “The Kinahans have gotten out of hand anyway. They need—”

      “We?” Da hisses icily, cutting me off.

      I hesitate.

      Something bad is coming.

      Something very, very bad.

      “There is no ‘we’,” he finishes. “Not anymore.”

      My heart starts hammering erratically in my chest. “What do you mean?”

      My voice doesn’t sound like my own.

      Like it’s coming from somewhere else. From someone else.

      “Did you really think there would be no consequences for pissing off Brian Murtagh?” Da asks. “He’s out for blood. I had to make concessions.”

      I stare at him, only slowly realizing what he’s telling me. “You… you made a deal with them?”

      “Yes.”

      “Da, I—”

      He holds up a hand to silence me. “A smart man knows his place. A smart man knows not to fuck with men above his station.”

      He speaks unflinchingly. Without so much as a trace of emotion.

      “You’re handing me over to him?” I ask in disbelief.

      Da’s jaw tightens. He looks like a feral beast who’s been forced into a tight corner.

      “It wouldn’t look good for the O’Sullivan clan if I handed over my own son,” Da replies. “That’s what he wants. But that’s not what he’ll get.”

      I frown. “What are you saying then?”

      Da pulls out a small key from his coat pocket. He turns it over in his hand and I recognize it instantly.

      “The key to my cell,” I breathe with relief. “You’re letting me out.”

      Da’s eyes lift to mine. “You have three hours,” he tells me. “To get out of Ireland. For good.”

      His words hit me like a sledgehammer.

      Leave Ireland?

      Leave the family?

      Leave Saoirse?

      Forever?

      “I can’t leave,” I whisper. “This is my home.”

      Da takes a step closer. “You have no choice. If you stay in Dublin, they will kill you.”

      “People have been trying to kill us for years.”

      “Not like this,” he replies. “There is no other way. I will not sacrifice you to the wolves. But I cannot allow you to stay either. I have the clan to think of. I have the family to think of.”

      “Is that it then?” I demand. “I’m no longer family?”

      “You’re no longer an O’Sullivan,” Da says coolly. “Make of that what you will.”

      His words are cutting. And the way he delivers them…

      No feeling.

      No emotion.

      Just business.

      “Sean would call you a fucking coward,” I snap before I can stop myself.

      “Sean is gone,” he says without revealing any emotion. “He wanted to leave.”

      “Because you pushed him out! Because you—”

      “Enough!” Da roars. “I will not discuss Sean. He made his decision. He chose to walk away from the family.”

      I grip the bars hard. “Well, I’m choosing to stay.”

      Da shakes his head. “If you stay, you will die. I will not be able to protect you. And I will not enter into a war for you, either.”

      “You’d start wars for money and land,” I say. “For vengeance and conquest. But not for your sons?”

      “If you were don, you would understand,” Da grimaces. “But I can see now that I was wrong. Wrong about both you and Sean. Neither one of you have what it takes.”

      “So what’s the plan then, Da?” I ask bitterly. “Pinning all your hopes on your last remaining child? The ten-year-old who just wants to play with his trains?”

      “I will not make the same mistakes with Kian.”

      “I won’t let you hurt my brother.”

      “You’re the one hurting him,” Da says harshly. “If you stay, your very presence will put him in danger. And I won’t let you hurt my only son.”

      I blink at him.

      His only son.

      He says what he means. Always has. Always will.

      This is meant as a dagger to my chest.

      It’s a fucking bullseye.

      “You have three hours,” Da says again. “If you’re not out of Ireland in that time, I can’t guarantee your safety.”

      Slowly, acceptance is beginning to sink in. There is no way out of this. Without my father’s protection, I’m a sitting duck.

      I have to leave.

      My head is whirling. “I don’t even get to say goodbye?” I ask. “To Ma? To Kian?”

      “There isn’t enough time.”

      “Wouldn’t have made a difference if there was, would it?”

      He shakes his head. “No. It wouldn’t.” Da pulls out a wad of cash from the left pocket of his coat. “Here. For your new life.”

      Then he pulls out a shiny black Glock and presses it into the palm of my hand.

      “This is just in case.”

      I accept the cash and the gun numbly. Then Da opens up my cell door. I step out of it, but suddenly, I’m not in a rush to leave.

      Leaving this cell means leaving the country.

      It means I’ll never see my mother again.

      My brother.

      Saoirse.

      It’s too much to process. Makes me feel fucking nauseous. I have to focus on one thing at a time.

      First, I make sure the gun is hidden away in the waistband of my pants, under my shirt.

      “You said I have three hours?” I ask, tucking the money away in the pocket of my trousers.

      “Clock’s ticking,” Da says with a frown that suggests he suspects where my mind is going. “Don’t be a fool. Go straight to the airport. Donal Maher will be waiting for you at the second terminal entrance. He has clean documents. A new identity.”

      My brain feels like it’s short-circuiting, but I force back the crushing weight that’s pushing down on me.

      I can’t lose it.

      Not yet.

      I head for the door, but stop at the last moment.

      Instead, I turn to my father. He’s watching me with a careful expression on his face. You could never tell that this is a man who’s lost two sons in the space of a few days.

      He stands tall as ever. Unyielding. Unmoved.

      “Thank you,” I say. “For my life.”

      He gives me an almost imperceptible nod.

      Then I leave.
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      The moment I clear the police station, I find a cab.

      I’m lucky enough that one is just parked by the roadside, waiting for its next passenger.

      I tap on the window. The cabbie rolls it down.

      He’s probably in his mid-forties, but he looks a lot older. The gelled combover doesn’t help. “Hey, fella.”

      “You waiting for someone?” I ask.

      “Nah. Hop on in.”

      I clamber into the back seat. The cabbie twists in his seat to give me a cheery smile. This is the first time in a long time that returning a smile has felt like hard work for me.

      “Where to, mate?” he asks.

      I hesitate.

      The correct answer is on the tip of my tongue, but it’s clinging on, refusing to let go.

      Da’s words are fresh in my head. Don’t be a fool. Go straight to the airport.

      “Mate?”

      “I… I’m not sure yet,” I admit.

      He raises his eyebrows. “Well, I’m gonna start the meter then.”

      “Go ahead,” I mutter.

      I don’t give a fuck how much this ride costs. It’s gonna be my last one in this country.

      My country.

      My home.

      The cabbie punches the meter on with a shrug. Then he picks up his phone and starts to play a game as if he’s got all the time in the world.

      I guess, since I’m paying, he does.

      The clicking of his thumbs against his phone is distracting.

      Go straight to the airport. Those are the instructions.

      But how can I leave, knowing that Saoirse is out there with no explanation?

      If I disappear on her now, she’ll assume our entire night together was meaningless.

      She’ll believe the worst. She’ll hate me forever.

      And what’s worse—she’ll hate herself.

      For believing the picture of the future, of our future, that we painted together.

      For leaping when I told her I’d be there to catch her.

      “Finglas neighborhood,” I tell him. “Take me there and I’ll direct you the rest of the way.”

      “Sure thing.”

      We start the drive. It seems to me the cabbie is going so fucking slow.

      “Oi, mate—if you can speed up a little, there’s an extra fifty in it for you.”

      Instantly, he hits the accelerator and we’re driving twenty miles faster than before. I glance at my phone. It’s been fifteen minutes since I left the police station.

      It’ll take another fifteen or twenty minutes to get to the airport from Saoirse’s house in Finglas.

      I don’t have time for this. The clock is ticking on my death warrant.

      But I can’t leave Ireland without speaking to her first.

      “Faster, mate,” I whisper. “I don’t have long left.”
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      The moment I see her house snuggled in the neck of the cul-de-sac, I tell the cabbie to stop.

      “Keep the meter running,” I instruct him. “I won’t be long. You’ll get an extra fifty.”

      He gives me a bright smile and a tip of the imaginary cap as he parks by the side of the road. I launch myself out of the cab and sprint to Saoirse’s front doorstep.

      I bang on the door a dozen times before I see the buzzer for the bell.

      Brrring!

      Brrring!

      Silence. No footsteps. No movement.

      And then I realize: she’s not here. She must be with her father at the hospital.

      “Fuck!” I roar. I don’t have time for this shit.

      I punch the doorframe hard enough to split a few of my knuckles. I leave the blood smeared there on the peeling white paint.

      A little memento, I guess. Morbid.

      I race back to the cab. “Clontarf Hospital,” I bark. “Push this fucking shit-heap to the limit, mate.”

      The ride there is a blur of Dublin sidewalks and storefronts and alarmed pedestrians. To his credit, the cabbie whips the vehicle like his life depends on it.

      Which I appreciate, since mine actually does depend on it.

      We come to a screeching halt in front of the hospital. I’m out of the vehicle before it’s even fully stopped. My feet pounding the pavement. My breath coming in short gasps.

      A clock in my head is tolling out every second. I’m painfully aware of how little time is left here—and how much there is that I want to say to her.

      Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock.

      I barrel past nurses and doctors, past frightened families and zonked-out patients.

      Up the stairs, down a hall, up another flight of stairs.

      Left-right-left-left-straight to the end.

      And there it is. CONNELLY is scrawled in messy handwriting on a whiteboard outside the room.

      The door is shut. Like I did back at the house, I pound as hard as I can on it, again and again.

      Nothing.

      Nothing.

      A nurse rounds the corner in a fury and starts to yell at me. “Young man, you need to—”

      And then the door cracks open.

      Saoirse’s standing there—just a sliver of her visible—staring at me with an open mouth and a shocked expression on her face.

      An angel.

      A siren.

      A dream I never want to wake from.

      “Cillian,” she breathes. Her wild red hair sways in the draft of the air conditioner as if it’s alive.

      The initial shock in her eyes fades.

      In its place comes sheer fucking terror.

      She glances back over her shoulder and then she pushes me back into the hallway. She shuts the door and turns to me with a wide, panicked gaze.

      “What are you doing here?” she hisses urgently. “You have to leave, Cillian. Now.”

      I’m still breathing hard from my sprint here.

      Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock.

      “Saoirse,” I pant, “I came to tell you something important.”

      “Then tell me quickly.”

      “I have to leave Ireland,” I blurt out. “And I don’t think I can ever come back.”

      The sadness that washes over her face is all the proof I need.

      She cares for me. As much as I care for her.

      Maybe that’s the real reason I came. To prove to myself that what we feel for one another is real.

      And that’s when I realize something else: I haven’t come here to say goodbye to Saoirse.

      I’ve come to rescue her. Like I promised I would.

      “Saoirse,” I say again—I can’t get enough of saying her name; it’s like a drug, like the sweetest drink I’ve ever known. I grab her hand. “Come with me.”

      Her hand is limp in mine. Damn near lifeless.

      “W… what?”

      “I’m serious,” I say. Her eyes are mesmerizing, but I don’t have the luxury of getting lost in them right now. “Come with me. We can leave Ireland together. Make a fresh start somewhere else.”

      She stares at me, unblinking.

      For a long, drawn out moment, I actually believe she’s going to say yes.

      And then she cracks my heart in two.

      “Cillian… I can’t.”

      “What are you talking about?” I balk. “Of course you can.”

      She shakes her head, her irises blurring behind tears. “No. It’s not possible anymore.”

      “Saoirse…”

      She pulls her hand out of mine and takes a step back. “You need to leave, Cillian. Right now.”

      “Not without you,” I reply, my resolve hardening as I scrutinize her features.

      There’s a level of anxiety that clings to her now. Her eyes are devoid of the brightness they used to hold.

      She looks almost ghostly. All her spark and fire is gone as though someone has beaten it out of her. Snuffed her blazing spirit. Tarnished her jaded soul.

      “Not until you tell me what’s going on,” I demand.

      She sighs. “Nothing’s going on,” she says. “Cillian, we were so naïve. So stupid—”

      “No,” I say fiercely, shaking my head. “Hell no.”

      All I can think is, Who managed to get inside her head?

      I can see how much it’s killing her to push me away. But she’s doing it—and with a determination that I can’t quite understand.

      “Is someone threatening you, Saoirse?”

      She drops her head before I can read into her reaction. When she looks up again, she seems so tired. So frustrated. So defeated, like she’s been worn down by an endless battle and she’d rather give in than keep fighting.

      “I know it’s easier to believe that than to believe the truth, Cillian,” she says. “But I’m going to need you to listen to me. The other night—”

      “Meant something,” I interject stubbornly.

      “It didn’t,” she denies with biting confidence. “Maybe it meant something to you for now. But I suspect that a few months down the road, you won’t even remember my name.”

      I rear back. “Is that really what you think of me?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know you.”

      “Yes, you fucking do,” I insist. “You know everything that matters.”

      I grab her hand again and pull her to me.

      She’s not expecting it, so she slams into my embrace. Her aqua-blue eyes go wide with shock and for a second, I think I can crack the veneer. The distance between us.

      But then she blinks and the resolve is back.

      She pushes my chest, but I refuse to let her go.

      “Cillian!” she hisses through gritted teeth.

      “Talk to me,” I demand. “Tell me the truth. What happened after you left the rooftop?”

      “Nothing,” she insists. “I went to the hospital to see my father.”

      “And?”

      “And seeing him made me realize that I have a duty to stay here and take care of him. I have to pay off his debts. I have to make sure he gets the help he needs. I can’t be running around on rooftops and dreaming up wild, stupid fantasy futures.”

      I release her. She takes the opportunity to put some space between us. I miss her warmth and her scent instantly.

      “So you’re sacrificing your life for his,” I grit.

      “It’s what you do for the people you love.”

      “What about him?” I press. “What about his love for you? What ever happened to reciprocity? You sacrificed your childhood for him. Why can’t he give you this? One chance at happiness.”

      “You’re assuming I can only be happy with you,” she says, her eyes turning stony.

      “What if that’s the truth?”

      She shakes her head and lets out a humorless laugh that might as well be a sob. “You’re a fugitive, Cillian,” she says. “If I leave with you now, I will be as well.”

      I stop short.

      “What if I don’t want to live the rest of my life on the run?” she demands of me. “What if I want to return to Ireland one day? What if I want to visit my father at some point?”

      I have no answers for her.

      I’ve been so focused on saving her like I promised that I never stopped to consider the possibility that maybe she doesn’t really want saving.

      I’m the one who’s being forced to leave Ireland.

      But there’s no bounty on her head.

      I take a step back as thought after thought assaults me like a hail of fists.

      “Cillian…” Saoirse says. Her voice shivers audibly. “I’m sorry. But I thought we were both just playing pretend. I didn’t mean it. I didn’t mean anything I said. I didn’t think you did, either.”

      Why is she twisting the fucking knife?

      She doesn’t strike me as the kind of person who’s needlessly cruel.

      “You should go now,” she adds softly.

      You’d think that her beauty may have diminished in my eyes. But it doesn’t. It hasn’t. It never will.

      In fact, the imminent parting only makes her seem all the more beautiful.

      All the more ethereal.

      All the more out of my reach.

      I had the fucking world in the palm of my hand only a few days ago. How could things change so fast so soon? It seems an impossibility.

      So I give myself a moment.

      Thirty seconds to accept the fact that Saoirse and I had no magical connection. That whatever I thought happened was only in my head.

      “Cillian.”

      I meet her eyes. I’m surprised to see tears there.

      “You need to go.”

      I hate it more than I’ve ever hated anything in my entire fucking life. But she’s right.

      I need to go.

      And it will be without her.

      I nod slowly, the acceptance coming in slowly, like a terrible fucking hangover.

      “Goodbye, Saoirse.”

      “Cillian…”

      I don’t wait to hear the rest. I have a feeling it won’t matter anyway. Or if it does, it won’t change anything.

      No matter what she says, I’ll have to leave. And she’ll have to watch me go.

      Better to just rip the bandage off and let it hurt.

      I turn, numb from head to toe, and start to walk down the hall. I glance behind me and see that she’s still standing there. Eyes bright as beacons. Hair red as fire.

      I watch her until the moment I turn the corner.

      And as soon as I’m out of sight, I run.

      Back down the hall.

      Back right-left-left-right-down the stairs.

      Out the front doors. Bursting back out into the sunlight.

      My heart is so fucking heavy that it’s a miracle I can even move my feet, but that clock in my head is still screaming TICK-TOCK-TICK-TOCK and I know that the time has come for me to leave this place and never look back, never think of it again, never think of her again, because if I do it will break me.

      And I refuse to ever let that happen.

      I refuse to be broken.
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      “Cillian. I’m sorry. But I thought we were both just playing pretend.”

      The words that just left my lips sound convincing.

      But surely, surely, he can see through them, can’t he?

      I’m frustrated at myself for the strange dichotomy of my own feelings.

      Because as much as I want him to believe me, a part of me is hurt that he would believe me so easily.

      Does he really think I’d be so fickle? That my feelings are so flimsy?

      Maybe I’m asking for a lot. If I were standing in his place, I’d believe it immediately.

      It never made much sense that a guy like him with the world at his feet would choose a girl like me without a cent to her name.

      Cillian stands in the hallway and stares at me, his light blue eyes slowly morphing from disbelief to grim acceptance.

      It hurts so fucking much to see that expression on his face.

      They tell you that hope is hard to kill.

      What’s far harder is watching it die.

      “I didn’t mean it,” I continue past the pain. “I didn’t mean anything I said. I didn’t think you did, either.”

      He doesn’t respond to that. He just looks at me like he’s reassessing the whole situation. Reassessing our time together.

      I want to take his hand.

      I want to touch him again.

      One last time before he disappears forever and I’m left here, marooned indefinitely in a life I never wanted.

      If I could just kiss him, just one more time..

      One more chance to tattoo the taste of his lips against my own. So that in my darkest moments, I can close my eyes and feel his kiss again.

      And maybe, just maybe, it’ll help me endure. It’ll help me survive.

      But I know I can’t have either of those things.

      I can’t touch him again.

      I certainly can’t kiss him again.

      Because if I do, he’ll know.

      I may be able to hide the truth behind well-crafted lies.

      But I’ll never be able to hide my feelings for him through a kiss.

      Even the softest of touches will give me away. It’ll betray my secret. The secret I must keep because keeping it means getting him away from me, away from Ireland.

      It means keeping him alive.

      He takes a step back, but he doesn’t leave. He just stands there, staring at me like he’s memorizing my face. Like he’s committing every detail to memory.

      “Cillian,” I say softly, “you have to go.”

      A shadow flits across his eyes. “Goodbye, Saoirse.”

      My heart feels like it’s caving in on itself. “Cillian…”

      He doesn’t stay to hear the rest. Maybe that’s a good thing, because I have no idea what I’m about to say.

      He turns and starts running.

      I take a step forward and watch him retreat down the corridor. As he rounds the corner, we lock eyes one last time.

      And then he’s gone.

      I go to the window at the end of the hall. I see him burst out of the hospital and jump into a waiting cab.

      He doesn’t look back.

      I wait and watch until the cab shrinks.

      Until it turns into a tiny yellow blip on the horizon.

      Until it vanishes from sight.

      And then I wait some more.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper to him through the pane of glass, hoping that some part of him knows just how sorry I am.

      It strikes me that he’s the only one who’s ever kept a promise to me.

      Or at least, he tried to.

      I wish I could have at least told him how much that means to me.

      Maybe I can stand here forever. Maybe if I don’t leave this spot, then time will freeze and I won’t ever have to go back into the hospital room.

      But of course, time doesn’t work that way.

      Life doesn’t, either.

      I feel Tristan’s presence a second before he speaks.

      “You did the right thing, Saoirse.”

      I whirl around, meeting his nasty grey eyes. There’s a satisfied smirk pulling at the corners of his mouth. He looks even uglier when he’s happy.

      I push past him and go back into the room.

      Of course, he follows me. He’s incapable of giving me even a moment to myself.

      I can sense his possessiveness already. And I know he wants to suffocate Cillian’s presence in my heart.

      I head straight for the en-suite bathroom and pour myself a glass of water. I’m not really thirsty. I just want to keep my hands busy.

      Any excuse not to look at him.

      “Your performance was wonderful,” Tristan continues. “I almost believed you myself.”

      I set down the full glass of water, sending little drops flying on the countertop. The bed beyond us is empty, just ruffled sheets and the imprint of my father’s form. He’s gone for testing in another part of the hospital.

      It’s just us here.

      “Please,” I whisper. “Just… leave me alone.”

      “Alone?” Tristan repeats. “Alone?”

      He doesn’t sound angry, but I’m starting to understand him now. His anger simmers just beneath the surface. He masks it well.

      But it’s always there. Ready to break at a moment’s notice.

      He grabs my jaw and jerks my head up, forcing me to look at him.

      “You will never be alone,” he promises me. “Not anymore. You are mine now.”

      To drive home his point, he pinches the skin of my ring finger.

      There isn’t a ring there. Not yet.

      But there will be.

      And he’s reminding me of that. But he’s also reminding me that he doesn’t need a ring to claim ownership of me anymore.

      It’s ironic, really—in order to save my life, I’ve ended up bartering it away.

      “What else did he say to you?” Tristan asks.

      “You heard the whole conversation.”

      “Not the first part,” he tells me. “Did he sing you sweet nothings? Promise to protect you always? Did he tell you he loves you?”

      Of course he wants to know. He wants every piece of my relationship with Cillian.

      So that he can peel it apart and poison it. To ensure that anytime I look back on my memories of Cillian, they’re laced with pain.

      “He came to say goodbye,” I reply in a monotone voice.

      “Did he now?” Tristan asks with mild amusement. “Is that all?”

      “Yes.”

      “Because from where I was standing, it sounded like he wanted you to run with him.”

      Goosebumps prickle my skin, but I hold my own and shrug.

      “I said no.”

      “That’s right. Because you’re smart. You know that he’ll never be able to keep you safe. Not like I can.”

      As if that were some swoonworthy romantic quip, he leans in and presses his lips to mine.

      It takes all my strength not to cringe away from him. But my body goes stiff. My lips lie unmoving against his.

      He can try and steal my submission from me. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to be willing to give it.

      His lips leave mine with a hollow pop. His face is expressionless, but his eyes are angry.

      He seems to realize that he can make me submit to this fucked-up arrangement. But he can’t make me participate.

      “Kiss me, Saoirse,” he snarls.

      “I just did.”

      He grips my jaw a little tighter, to the point of pain. But I show him none of that. I just stare up at him with my dead eyes.

      “No, that was not a fucking kiss,” he hisses. “I don’t want to feel like I’m kissing a corpse.”

      “Isn’t that what I am at this point?”

      The words escape my lips before I can stop them. In this case, I don’t regret it.

      I feel so numb at this point. Immune to the pain I know he wants to inflict on me.

      Let him do his worst. I’m past caring.

      He squeezes my cheeks hard and then shoves me stumbling backwards.

      I fall against a low shelf and it hits the small of my back hard. I wince at the sharp pain that shoots up my spine.

      But somehow, it doesn’t hurt as bad as my aching heart does right now.

      “You think you’re a corpse?” Tristan says. “Is that what you think?”

      “Yes.”

      He glares at me for a moment and then he laughs darkly.

      “Baby, if you deny me… you’ll wish you were a corpse.”

      The words should make me tremble. But they don’t. Not now. Not so soon after having to say goodbye to the one man that I could have been happy with.

      “I’ll tell you again, Saoirse,” Tristan says threateningly. “Kiss me. And kiss me like you mean it. Kiss me the way you kissed him.”

      I cringe. I can’t help it.

      He’s asking for something I can’t possibly give him.

      He’s asking for sincerity.

      “Come on, baby,” he says, prowling closer to me.

      I’m trapped between him and the empty bed now. I glare at him, but I can’t pretend. Not this time. I’m all tapped out.

      He seems to realize the same thing. His expression darkens for a quick flash before it fades back to neutral.

      Looking calm and composed, he sighs, straightens up, and pulls out his phone. As he dials in a number, he switches to speaker phone.

      The dial tone vibrates through the small kitchen. “Morning, boss, what can I do for you?” a high, nasally voice answers.

      “Tell the boys on duty that I have some information on Cillian O’Sullivan,” Tristan says. “He’s no longer in police custody, and I think I know where he might be headed.”

      I go cold.

      The numbness I was so thankful for just moments ago vanishes. It’s replaced by bone-chilling fear.

      “No!” I cry, grabbing Tristan’s arm. “Please don’t!”

      I have no expectation that he’ll actually listen to me. But to my surprise, he gives me a reassuring smile.

      “Hold on, Helms,” he says to the person on the other end of the line without breaking eye contact. “Let me get back to you. I may have been mistaken.”

      He hangs up and puts his phone down.

      “What’s the matter, my little kitten?” he murmurs. “Is there something I can do for you?”

      “He’s leaving, Tristan. He won’t ever be able to return,” I plead. “I won’t ever see him again. Isn’t that enough? Just let him go.”

      His eyes betray his intentions as he takes a step closer to me.

      “You know, this relationship is a two-way street, Saoirse. If you expect me to do something for you, you have to be willing to do something for me.”

      I’ll do something, if that’s what it takes.

      But not for him.

      And in a way, it’s not even for Cillian.

      It’s for myself.

      I step forward instantly, wrap my hand around the back of his neck, and pull his face down to meet mine.

      Our lips jam together and I let them come alive underneath his.

      I don’t feel any morsel of the passion, the heat, the tension, or the desire that came with kissing Cillian.

      But maybe, if I play my part well, I can make Tristan feel it.

      That’s all that really matters anyway.

      He doesn’t care what I want, what I feel, so long as I make it convincing for him.

      Is it possible that sincerity is easier to fake than people realize? Or maybe my desperation is what makes it easier.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and kiss him until my lips are raw and swollen.

      Until my heart is throbbing with the open sting of betrayal.

      Until I feel as though I’ve done enough to convince him that I will play along.

      When we break apart, his lips are wet and his mouth is parted with desire.

      I can see the naked lust in his eyes as they scour down my body, ripping me open and leaving me bare and vulnerable.

      “That was… something,” he says with a satisfied nod. “How it makes me yearn for our wedding night.”

      My gut twists with a strong wave of nausea at the thought, but I push it down and keep my body in check. I’ll need to develop a strong stomach if I’m going to survive this man.

      “Good girl.” He gives me a nod that’s just as much of a dismissal.

      It makes me wonder: is he really attracted to me?

      Or is he just addicted to the power high he gets when he’s with me?

      I turn to the glass of water on the counter behind me. I pick it up now and take a big sip, trying to wash the taste of him from my tongue.

      When I finish the glass, I realize that Tristan has his phone pressed to his ear.

      “Helms,” he says.

      And I freeze.

      “Yeah… just checked with my source,” Tristan says, a smile teetering across his still-wet lips. “Cillian O’Sullivan is heading for Dublin Airport. He’s trying to get out of the country.”

      “No,” I gasp. “No!”

      “Yes. Okay. I’ll meet you there.”

      The moment Tristan hangs up, I fly at him, my fists hammering against his body with fury.

      “How could you!?” I yell. “You promised me!”

      He grabs my arms and twists them back. “The only thing I promised you was to keep you safe. To protect you,” he tells me. “And that’s exactly what I’m doing. I’m keeping you safe from that fucker.”

      “No,” I sob. “You’re a fucking monster. You—”

      His open palm rails against the side of my face, snapping my neck to the side.

      I stumble backwards, half-shocked and half-dizzy from the strength of the slap.

      “You’re right about one thing,” Tristan snarls at me. “I will be your personal fucking monster. Unless you learn to fucking obey.”

      He grabs my face again and leans in. He bites down on my lower lip until I feel the skin split open. Then he steps away as the metallic taste of blood coats my tongue.

      “Time to go catch a runaway,” he croons.

      A second later, I hear the door slam.

      The sound feels so final. Like an axe being brought down on my head.

      My knees give out almost immediately and I crumple to the floor. I lose myself to despair and hopelessness.

      “Cillian,” I sob to the empty, lifeless room. “Cillian, you can make it out of here. You can do it. You have to.”

      I don’t even know who I’m talking to.

      Am I talking to Cillian?

      Am I talking to a higher power?

      Or maybe, like always, I’m just talking to myself.
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      Getting into the airport is easier than I expect.

      There are quite a few police officers standing outside the entrances into the airport. But the crowd is massive and impatient. The makeshift security checkpoints they’ve installed before each entrance is creating a gridlock situation that’s causing more problems than it’s solving.

      In short, it’s fucking chaos.

      And in chaos, I find the distraction I need.

      First, I ditch the gun discreetly in a trash can. Then I make my way towards the doors.

      I hunch down a little and slip into the airport behind several tall businessman travelling back to their native Germany. I manage to snake my way through the shifting waves of passengers until I’ve cleared the checkpoints.

      Donal is right where Da said he would be at the second international terminal.

      The man is instantly forgettable. Anonymous even when you’re looking right in his face. Dressed in dark slacks and a wrinkled white button-down shirt under an appallingly hideous sweater vest, you’d never think he is Dublin’s most skilled forger.

      “Donny Boy,” I greet, though there’s not an ounce of warmth in my voice.

      Truth is, I feel hollow. Utterly wrecked from the inside out.

      He gives me a curt nod and gestures for me to follow him.

      He leads me into one of the inner corridors that lead to the restrooms. But instead of heading to the men’s restroom, he turns left towards the storage area.

      The room’s decently sized, but most importantly, there’s no one around.

      “Who’d you have to bribe?” I ask.

      “Just the one attendant on duty,” Donal replies dryly. “I fucking hate airports.”

      “This one’s a bit crowded for my liking.”

      “That’s precisely the problem,” he says. He doesn’t waste any time in pulling my new documents out from his briefcase.

      I grab my forged passport and take a look.

      “Niall Mulligan, twenty-three… what the fuck?” I groan. “You’ve made me a fucking brunette?”

      “Your blond hair stands out too much,” Donal says without a trace of humor. “They’ll be searching for a blond smart ass with a stupid grin on his face.”

      Clearly, he hasn’t noticed that I’ve lost my smile in the last hour.

      But whatever. I’m not in the mood for explanations.

      “Have you forgotten the fact that I’m still blond?” I say, pointing to my head.

      Donal grabs something else from within his case. “I came prepared.”

      “Spray on hair dye?” I balk when I see what he’s holding. “Are you fucking serious?”

      “It only lasts two days,” Donal replies sourly. “Just spray and go.”

      “Fuck,” I mutter. “Alright. Spray me.”
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      Five minutes later and I’m a goddamn brunette.

      “Ticket?” I ask.

      He hands me the ticket. I glance down at the details staring back at me.

      “So I’m heading to America.”

      “Los Angeles,” Donal confirms. “You can make your way from there.”

      He makes it sound fucking simple. Just make my way. La-dee-fucking-da. Like I’m going through the woods for a fun little picnic.

      Part of me wants to ask him what the hell I’m supposed to do when I arrive. But he’s not the kind of man to offer much in the way of reassurances.

      And fuck him. Fuck that.

      I don’t need anyone’s help.

      I’m on my own now.

      “Thanks, Donal,” I tell him.

      He looks up at me, his eyes kind of scrunching together as though he can’t see me clearly.

      “I’ve been working with your father for over twenty years now,” he says. “That’s older than you are.”

      “I appreciate the help with the math there, mate,” I drawl. “Are you getting all sentimental on me, Donal?” I ask.

      It was a joke, but honestly, he looks conflicted as he hands me the rest of my documents in a black satchel. Odd. He never betrays emotion like that.

      “You take care, Master Cillian.”

      It isn’t a title he’s ever used with me, but I understand the sentiment he’s trying to get across.

      “Aw, Donal. I love you, too, you miserable old bastard.”

      His eyes bulge out as though I’ve just said something obscene. “What the fuck are you on about?”

      Usually, I’d be cracking up right about now.

      But laughing is painful. Even the smile on my face feels stiff. Half-formed.

      I slap my hand against Donal’s shoulder. “I’ll be seeing you, old friend.”

      “Stay out of trouble now,” he says. Almost like a warning.

      “Impossible,” I reply. “You haven’t seen the last of me.”

      “Don’t I fucking know it…”

      I give him a nod and then leave the storage room to head back into the main body of the airport.

      It’s bustling, fit to bursting with people coming and going. Off on holiday, on business, flitting from here to there without a care in the world.

      I can’t relate to any of them. I’m neither a tourist nor travelling for work.

      I’m a fugitive.

      I have no home. I have no family. I have no friends.

      I glance back over my shoulder, but I know I won’t see Donal again. He has a talent for blending into crowds and disappearing. It’s part of why he’s good at what he does.

      Which begs the question: what do I do now?

      Who am I without my clan? Without my brothers? Without my Ireland?

      The answer: I don’t fucking know.

      I weave through the airport aimlessly before I finally stumble across the gate where my flight is scheduled to take off.

      I check my ticket again and step up to clear the last hurdle. The last tether binding me to my homeland.

      The hostess at the gate gives me a bubbly smile as I hand over my passport and ticket.

      She glances over it, looks at my face, and then back down again to my passport.

      “You’ve changed a little,” she remarks. But there’s no suspicion on her face. Just pleasant idleness.

      I notice four cops sweep by behind me, but I keep my head purposefully averted.

      “It was taken a while ago.”

      She hands back my documents and waves me through.

      Only once I’m on the flight do I allow myself to relax a little. Still, I keep my eyes open and my ears peeled. The other passengers board, settle in.

      I don’t talk to anyone or even glance up. Nothing is certain yet.

      Minutes tick past. We’re on the tarmac for so long that I start to get nervous.

      But then the pilot comes on the speaker and apologizes for the delay. The flight attendants start their safety spiel.

      I ignore it all and shut out the world until the plane takes off. And the moment we’re cruising through the clouds, I start losing myself to sleep.

      But just before I succumb to it, a thought crosses my mind.

      I should look out the window.

      One last look at the only home I’ve ever known.

      One last look at Ireland.

      One last look at Saoirse, wherever she may be.

      But I don’t.

      There’s nothing but heartbreak down there. It’s not my home anymore.

      It’s not anything.
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      The exhaustion, stress and heartbreak of the last few days catch up to me all at once. I sleep through most of the flight.

      When I do wake up, we’re about fifty minutes from Los Angeles. Which means I’ve slept for nearly twelve hours straight.

      It leaves me with a strange feeling. Like I’m awake but not quite.

      Like I’m in someone else’s body, living someone else’s life.

      Nothing about my current situation feels like it belongs to me. Nothing connects.

      I think about Da, about Ma, about Sean, about Kian.

      I think about my room back at the mansion.

      But mostly, I think about Saoirse.

      I ought to hate her. And maybe I do, a little bit.

      But not the way I should. Not with that clawing sense of betrayal that makes a person feel like they’ve got no option but to move on, no matter what.

      I know myself well enough to know that there will be no moving on for me. Not in the ways that truly matter.

      “Sir?”

      One of the flight attendants approaches me with a tray of beverages.

      “We should be landing soon,” she says. “You missed both in-flight meals. Would you like me to bring you something to eat?”

      “Hell yes,” I reply. “Also, get me the strongest drink you’ve got on this plane. And then bring me another one.”

      She raises her eyebrows, but then nods. “Right away, sir.”

      I might’ve come on a little aggressive. But goddamn, I’ve never needed a drink more.

      When she brings them over a couple of minutes later, I down the first drink before she takes so much as a step down the aisle.

      I take my time with the second, hoping that it’ll numb the heavy feeling in my chest.

      I know it won’t, of course. But what else can I do except try?

      I barely feel the landing as we touch down. I wait until everyone else has shuffled off ahead of me before I disembark in a daze, realizing that I have absolutely no plan.

      I drift through the slightly alien interior of LAX. Everywhere I look, the wrongness of this place screams at me. This isn’t Ireland by any stretch of the imagination.

      “Dorothy, you’re not in Kansas anymore,” I murmur to myself as I make my way through airport security. I get a few weird looks when I laugh like a maniac afterwards.

      The night is dark and gritty as I step outside the airport, but it takes me only a few minutes to find a cab. I get in without so much as a bag in my hand.

      “Yo, man,” the cabbie says without really looking at me. “Where to?”

      I think for a moment. “Take me to a pub,” I decide. “The kind of pub you’d find in Ireland.”

      “Ireland?” he repeats dumbly. He scratches his beard with a kind of vacant look in his eyes. I get the feeling he’s not exactly a rocket scientist.

      “As in the country, mate. Green, clovers, leprechauns. That kind of shit.”

      My mood is worsening by the second. I’ve never felt farther from home.

      “Yeah, man, I don’t know any of those,” he admits. “But there is this one club downtown that’s got green beer.”

      I sigh miserably. It’ll have to do. “Fine. Take me there.”

      “Fair warning: the crowd hanging around that pub can be a little dodgy.”

      “So much the better.”

      “Aye-aye!” He gives me a salute and we start the drive into the city.

      I pay attention part of the way. The city has a strangely manicured vibe to it. Like a middle-aged woman who’s got a lot of plastic surgery done. She’s still kind of beautiful, but you wish she’d just aged gracefully instead of plastering on all that fakeness.

      I know I’m not inclined to be generous right now. Especially because my yearning for Dublin at this moment is deep.

      So I decide to withhold my opinion of the city until I know it a little better.

      Although, come to think of it, I don’t actually have to stay in L.A. I can do anything I damn well please. I don’t owe anything to anyone anymore.
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      The traffic is surprisingly bad, even at this time of the night. The streets are packed, too. And the buildings are dripping with so many different colored lights that it feels like it might induce a seizure if I stare too long.

      I turn my gaze from the window and try to breathe through my new reality. It still feels like I’m having an out-of-body experience.

      Who knew that wasn’t always a good thing?

      “Here you go, man,” the cabbie says, pulling to a stop in a crowded section of the street. “It’s just down there. Byrne’s.”

      “Got it. Thanks.” I check the meter before I pay him for the ride from the pile of cash my father handed me.

      I get out of the vehicle and head straight for Byrne’s. I’m a few yards away when a young woman with a face caked full of makeup and a ludicrously short skirt steps up to me.

      “Hey, handsome,” she says, giving me a salacious wink. “Need some company tonight?”

      I survey her outfit. Tiny, neon blue miniskirt over fishnet stockings. Red heels at least three inches tall and a bralette with lace trim that highlights her small but perky breasts.

      “Not tonight,” I grimace. “Not quite my type.”

      Truthfully, I’ve never wanted anything less.

      She sighs. “Shame. With that face, you’d have gotten a discount.”

      “Better luck with the next john,” I mumble as I slip inside the pub. I head straight for the bar.

      “For God’s sake, please tell me you serve a fucking Guinness,” I tell the bartender.

      He gives me a weird sideways look, but he turns to pour me a dark, beautiful beer from the tap.

      The bartender sets the glass in front of me without a word. He poured it like a jackass—way too much foam—but I grab it and drink it like I’m dying of thirst in the desert.

      And just like that, I’m transported back to Dublin.

      It’s both the best feeling in the world…

      And the worst.

      “Oi,” I call, getting the bartender’s attention again. I drop a couple hundred bucks on the bar top. “Keep them coming, mate. Don’t even think about stopping.”
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      I’m eight or nine bears in and rip-roaring drunk. But I don’t care. The alcohol is making me feel better.

      It hasn’t taken away any of the pain or the loss. But it’s masked it well enough that I feel like I can change my trajectory.

      I can prove myself and go back to Dublin one day.

      I can see my family.

      I can see Saoirse.

      Somehow, some way.

      “Another one!” I yell out sloppily.

      This time, the bartender makes eye contact. He walks over emptyhanded, his lips pursed. He’s a brawny guy, lean and tough, and at least ten years older than me. Maybe more.

      “I think you’ve had enough, pal.”

      His English is slightly accented. Something vaguely Eastern European. I don’t know how I missed that until now.

      I raise my eyebrows. “Fuck you, mate. I’ll decide when I’ve had enough.”

      “Actually, since I’m the bartender, I’m the one who gets to make the call.”

      “I’ll come back there and pour it myself then. You do a shit job anyway.”

      “If you come back here, it won’t end well,” he rumbles. “I can get you a glass of water. That’s it.”

      “What are you, my fucking mother?”

      “There are people who want that stool,” he says, eyeing my spot.

      “Jesus. City of Angels, my ass.”

      I force myself off the barstool and stumble away from the bar. I’m heading to one of the booths in the back when someone bumps into me.

      Usually, something like that would roll off my back. But I’m looking for a fight tonight.

      I’m looking for something that will make my adrenaline flow and stave off the unwanted feelings coursing through me right now.

      I turn and shove the guy away from me. “I think the word you’re looking for is ‘sorry,’ gleas.”

      The man stumbles back, but he manages to steady himself almost immediately. He’s wearing elaborately ripped jeans and an Ed Hardy shirt with cutaway sleeves.

      He’s also got a big, ugly eagle tattoo inked across his neck.

      “‘Sorry’?” he scoffs in a Polish accent, his eyes bulging with rage. “Who the fuck do you think you are, ya mick?”

      I’m intensely glad he’s decided to go racist on me. It’s the perfect justification to swing.

      And that’s exactly what I do, with passion and enthusiasm.

      Or at least, it’s what I intended to do.

      Except that I’m pretty fucking drunk and the punch doesn’t quite connect the way I’m intending it to.

      I clumsily graze the side of Eagle Tat’s jaw. Which really only serves to piss him off further.

      He, quite reasonably, lunges forward with fresh rage and proceeds to beat the shit out of me.

      On a normal day, with my head in the game, I could have easily had the asshole on his back. But I have no strategy and no skill today. All I have is grief and heartache.

      I’m just throwing my fists at this point and hoping they’ll make contact. Most of the time I miss, and the rest of the time, I get fucking slayed.

      Sometime later, I’m on the ground. Fists and elbows and boots and Polish curses all raining hell down on me.

      But the pain feels good.

      Keep fucking coming, I growl silently as blood pools in my mouth. Make it fucking hurt.

      It does that. Keeps coming. Keeps hurting.

      …until, suddenly, it stops.

      I spit the blood from my mouth and glance up, wondering why the kicks to my gut have halted.

      The two men standing above me are a little blurry, given that my head just got rung like a bell and I’ve had enough beer to drown an elephant.

      I can make out Eagle Tat, but he’s got his back to me now, his attention pulled in another direction.

      This one is taller, lean but well-built. He looks young. My age, give or take. But there’s a confidence about him that resonates with me.

      Except, where my confidence is more sarcastic and quippy, his is dark and calculated.

      “This ain’t your business,” Eagle Tat is saying with clear agitation. He glances down at me like he’s raring to finish what I started.

      “I’m making it my business,” the younger guy replies coolly. His voice is deep and commanding. Natural authority radiates from him.

      I push myself off the floor and clamber to my feet. My whole body is aching, but I welcome the physical pain. It’s precisely the distraction I was after.

      “Fuck off now,” the new guy snarls.

      Eagle Tattoo growls unpleasantly. But to my amazement, he turns and leaves. He doesn’t even glance back in my direction.

      I turn to the dark-haired man in front of me. I was right in assuming he’s young. And I was right about the confidence, too.

      He’s just got something too him. An element of shadow shimmering below the surface.

      Poor bastard looks awfully serious, though. Reminds me of Sean in some ways. Like the weight of the whole damn world rests on his shoulders.

      “My hero,” I swoon sarcastically. I spit more blood on the ground.

      The dark-haired man stares at me for a moment. Then his face splits into an amused smile, and I can tell I’ve taken him by surprise.

      His features don’t look typically American. In fact, there’s very little about him that smacks of this country.

      “You’re an idiot,” he informs me matter-of-factly.

      I shrug. “That’s neither the first time nor the worst time someone’s called me that.”

      “I believe you. Come on.”

      I didn’t expect an invitation, but what the fuck else do I have to do?

      I follow him outside the pub. There’s an alleyway a few doors down from the pub and we turn into it.

      It’s fucking huge. But at least it’s quiet. Quiet enough that the pounding in my head abates ever-so-slightly.

      I glance around and then at the dark-haired guy in front of me. “Listen, I know I called you my hero and everything,” I begin. “And I’m flattered that you came to my rescue. Really, I am. But I’m not into guys. Although, if I were—which, as we established, I’m not—you’d definitely be my type. This whole ‘dark-and-dangerous’ thing you’ve got going on really works for y—”

      “Are you still fucking talking?” he interrupts, raising one dark eyebrow at me.

      I smirk. “You’ll get used to it.”

      He nods slowly, still scrutinizing me through narrowed eyes. “I’m Artem,” he says eventually.

      “Cillian. Pleasure’s all mine, really.”

      “New in L.A., huh?”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      “You might as well have a neon sign plastered above your forehead.”

      “Funny. My da used to say I’m a few watts short of a lightbulb.”

      Artem doesn’t exactly smile, but his eyes look amused. “What the fuck were you doing back there?”

      I shrug. “Having some fun?”

      “It looked like you were getting your ass handed to you.”

      I snort. “I could have taken that walking dumbbell on any normal day. I’m just jet-lagged.”

      “When did you land?”

      “Two hours ago, I think?” I say uncertainly. “Or maybe it was three. I lost track of time around the seventh beer.”

      “Jesus,” Artem grimaces. “And the first thing you did as you landed was to come to a bar and get piss-drunk?”

      “Sure did.”

      “Damn. I like your style.”

      “Most people do.”

      “Where to from here?” Artem asks curiously.

      I look around the alleyway like I’m weighing it as a possibility for my new turf. “I’m effectively homeless,” I explain. “But I’m pretty. So I figure I can make some money hooking on the streets.”

      Artem snorts with laughter, but I can tell he’s studying me. “Sounds like a solid plan,” he says. “But I may have a better one.”

      “Oh, yeah? You gonna rescue me again?”

      “Only because I have a feeling you’re gonna die out here without me.”

      I smirk. “Buddy, don’t let my model-esque good looks fool you. I’m tough. I’m hardcore. I land on my feet.”

      Artem narrows his eyes at me. “Do you now?”

      “Fuck yeah. Fight for the Family, die for the Family. That kind of thing.”

      He whistles like he’s impressed. “Talk about finding your own.”

      I raise my eyebrows as the pieces click together. “You’re not saying... Shit, mate, are you connected?”

      “I’m the heir to the Kovalyov Bratva,” he says proudly. “You’ll come to recognize the name soon enough.”

      No wonder there’s a natural authority about the guy. He’s been groomed to take over one day.

      Just like Sean.

      “Come on,” Artem says. “You can crash with me.”

      And since I have no plan, I accept.

      “Thanks, man,” I say. “I’d give you a big ol’ smooch of gratitude if I didn’t think I’d get punched.”

      “Good instincts. I’d hate to have to save your ass and kick it on the same fucking night.”

      I chuckle as we turn into the streets and start walking. The lights of Hollywood don’t seem as brutal anymore. Not quite so harsh. Not quite so glaring.

      “So what brings you to Los Angeles?” Artem inquires.

      I glance at him. “Mate, that’s a long fucking story.”

      “You got somewhere to be?”

      My laughter dies on my lips. “No,” I say softly. “I’ve got nowhere.”

      We arrive at his car and my eyebrows leap up on my forehead. “Jesus Christ,” I breathe. “Is that a fucking Lotus Elise?”

      Artem smiles. “Fresh off the line.”

      I look up at him. “I’ve changed my mind. Maybe I am into men.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Get in the fucking car. And stay on your side.”

      Laughing, I get in, thinking one thing: this could be the start of a beautiful friendship.
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      I’m going to die.

      I’ve been close to death before. Several times, in fact. But it never felt quite like this.

      There’s a finality about this pain that clings to my bones and make me feel decidedly mortal.

      Armed soldiers clad in black swirl around me amidst the sparse mountain foliage. Some step on me as they converge around Artem.

      He’s lying in the dirt several feet away in front of his uncle, Budimir.

      I’m so delirious with pain that I can barely think straight. But the sight of the power-hungry bastard who caused all this still makes my gut twist in fury.

      Artem’s vicious, backstabbing uncle. The man who tried to steal Artem’s throne as don of the Kovalyov Bratva.

      The man who tried to kill all of us.

      Me. Artem. Artem’s wife, Esme.

      I should have seen this fucking coming. I should have prepared for it.

      But I didn’t, and now, my best friend and I are at the mercy of a deranged psychopath with a point to prove.

      And it’s my fault.

      It’s all my fucking fault.

      I try to move, but my body seizes up immediately. Probably not a wise idea.

      I’ve got three bullets lodged into my chest, courtesy of Budimir using me for target practice as a way to torture Artem into giving up his birthright, and I’m bleeding out from a gash in my arm. The smell of my own blood fills my nostrils and makes my vision blurry.

      One of Budimir’s traitorous soldiers kicks me in the stomach.

      I grunt, but no sound escapes my lips as I roll over. My legs flop over a small ledge. I try to clamber for purchase on the ground, but I’m going, going…

      Fuck.

      My bodyweight drags me over the edge and I slam hard onto the ground two or three feet below. Dried leaves fall on top of me.

      Everything that was hurting before now hurts twice as bad.

      I try to look up, to figure out what’s happening. With the twisted way I landed, I can barely see Artem.

      But I can see Budimir.

      The bastard is surrounded by his men. There’s a manic look in his eyes. Triumph. Sheer fucking glee.

      He’s speaking, but the words sound hazy. Like they’re coming from far away.

      Concentrate, motherfucker! I hiss silently to myself.

      It’s important that I keep my wits about me for as long as possible.

      But the pain… the fucking pain…

      Then a gunshot resounds through the air.

      No!

      Artem…

      My head sags. I have no strength left to hold it up.

      Everything is crumbling. Everything is broken. Everything is fucked.

      I guess this is how it ends for us.

      There’s more talk, more shuffling around. A few men walk near to where I fell. I can see their boots crunching through the leaves.

      “Where’s the Irishman?”

      “Kicked him over that ledge. He’s dead.”

      Fuckers. It’ll take more than a couple of gunshot wounds to kill me.

      “And Artem?”

      “Dying. The boss wants him to bleed out slowly. It’s just a matter of time. There’s no one out here anyway.”

      “Let’s move out.”

      “‘Bout fucking time.”

      They do exactly that. Stomping off to go back to Los Angeles and take over the Bratva that was meant to be Artem’s. It takes only minutes.

      And then I’m alone.

      We’re alone, I remind myself.

      Artem is still alive.

      Which means there’s fucking hope. If I can just get my body to cooperate, maybe I can save myself. Maybe I can save Artem.

      I struggle for several minutes to move. But my muscles just won’t respond, and even the tiniest twitch sends scorching hot agony searing through me.

      Moving is out of the question.

      I need to call for help.

      For someone.

      For anyone.

      But my mouth refuses to open. Any sounds coming out of me are swallowed at once by the harsh mountain wind.

      More minutes tick by. They always say that your life flashes before your eyes like when you’re about to die.

      Sounded like a bunch of bullshit to me.

      But as I admit defeat, as I curl into myself and wait for death, my memories unleash with a fury.

      I know I should be fighting unconsciousness. My eyelids are just so fucking heavy, though.

      And the moment I close them, I see things. Things I haven’t seen in a very long time.

      I see Dublin. The cobblestone streets I grew up on.

      The Free Canary, grimy and crumbling and beautiful.

      I see Kian and Sean on a clear summer’s day, chasing that awful dog of Sean’s through a field.

      Everything’s so fucking clear. It only reinforces the truth that’s slowly starting to dawn on me.

      I really am dying.

      “Artem!”

      My eyes fly open.

      That’s not my imagination, is it?

      Someone just called for Artem. And I know that voice. At least, I recognize it. There’s a name I associate with it, but it’s not popping into my head now. The pain is crowding it out, silencing it.

      Fuck… what is her name?

      I hear movement.

      And then I see her.

      Dark hair, beautiful features, slim figure.

      Esme.

      That’s it.

      That’s her name.

      She is Esme. He is Artem.

      And I am Cillian O’Sullivan.

      We’re not dead. Not yet.

      I open my mouth and try to call out her name, but I can’t seem to remember how to speak.

      At least my eyes are open, though. I can see that she’s managed to drive a vehicle through here.

      What a fucking star. Artem certainly chose the right woman.

      Or rather, fate chose her for him.

      Either way, he isn’t fool enough to deny what he has been given in Esme Moreno.

      I watch, nearly lifeless, as she somehow manages to get him to his feet. It’s painful to witness, because his weight is clearly too much for her to handle and he’s groaning with agony just like I am.

      But she refuses to give up.

      Artem is pushing himself forward in an attempt to help her. It’s obvious how much it’s costing him.

      Neither one of them have so much as glanced in my direction. And even if they did, I doubt they’d notice me. Between the leaves and the ledge and the shadows of the night, I might as well be invisible.

      Which basically translates to—I’m fucking screwed.

      “Esme!”

      I think I’ve managed to shout. But in reality, it’s barely more than a whisper.

      The wind is howling around us now. Clouds are obscuring the moonlight. There’s no way Esme’s going to see me.

      When the car engine starts up again, I know it’s over for me.

      Tires crunch over gravel. It gets quieter and quieter.

      And then they’re gone. Taking my last hopes with them.

      Once I can no longer hear the vehicle, I let my eyes close again. This time, I don’t fight it. I don’t try to stay awake.

      This is it. My fucking swan song.

      I let her face fill the back of my eyelids.

      I let myself remember all of it, all of her. Our whispered words and our fierce promises.

      I’ve tucked them all away in the darkest recesses of my mind, waiting for the day I can bring them out again. Waiting for the day I can scour through them. And that day has come. I’m like an addict who’s finally allowed himself to break after twelve years of abstaining.

      Saoirse.

      She floods my mind. Her aqua-blue eyes. Her wild red hair.

      I’ve spent the last twelve years feeling all kinds of emotions when I thought of her.

      Bitterness.

      Anger.

      Hurt

      Love.

      Forgiveness.

      Confusion.

      Devastation.

      Some years, I made progress. I evolved in my recounting of our past. Came to peace with parts of it. Found ways to forgive.

      Other years weren’t so go. I regressed. Blamed her for everything and felt a knot of rage roiling in my chest.

      Through it all, though, I never stopped thinking about her.

      Every time I was between a woman’s thighs, I saw Saoirse’s face first. Like a fucking scarlet comet, her image would streak across my mind’s eye, leaving me blinded for a moment.

      I learned to ignore it. To push through it.

      But I never learned to stop seeing her.

      Sometimes, I’d shut my eyes and pretend she was the one beneath me. That was never enough, though. Not when my body still remembered what it felt like to kiss her. To touch her. To be inside her.

      So as I hurtle towards death, I let myself do what I’ve resisted for twelve long years—fall into the memories I tried to kill.

      I’m finally at peace with dying—as long as I have her name on my lips.
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      “Gaspar!”

      Oh, come the fuck on.

      My eyes bolt open as the cry pulls me out of my peaceful unconsciousness.

      Can’t a man die in peace around here?

      “Gaspar, stop running! Come here. Now.”

      The voice is high-pitched. Girlish. But I can’t make out who it belongs to. My eyes flutter shut again, but apparently, my body is waking up.

      Because the pain is, too.

      “Gaspar, you tonto. Come on! Papa told us to stay on the path.”

      I don’t even try to speak. Now that I’ve accepted death, I kind of long for it. For the blissful peace of the eternal sleep.

      No more fighting. No more violence.

      Just… peace.

      Unless of course the whole “heaven and hell” thing is legit. In which case, I’m pretty sure I’m going down under.

      I feel sudden moisture on my face. But it doesn’t feel like water. It’s almost… sticky.

      Then I register his panting. And the breath.

      Christ, that’s awful.

      “Gaspar! What have you found, perro?”

      Oh, shit. This little girl is gonna freak the fuck out when she sees me.

      I hear the crunch of leaves under her feet somewhere nearby.

      And then… nothing.

      Is she standing close? Has she noticed me yet? I can’t even crack my eyes open. The daylight is like a knife drilling into my eyeballs.

      “Oh, God…” she breathes. “Gaspar, stop! It’s… It’s a man. A body.”

      She sounds young, but there’s a certain composure about the way she speaks.

      I hear her footsteps recede. She’s running. Running away from what she thinks is a corpse, no doubt.

      But her dog stays behind, licking my face and my ears.

      Sooner than I expect, I hear footsteps again.

      “Stand back, Carlita.”

      “Papa, is he dead?”

      The man sounds grim. “We’ll find out.”

      Large hands paw gently at my body. I’m turned over and I can’t help but moan at the pain that surges through my spine.

      I try to catch a glimpse of him through the tiny gap between my eyelids, but everything’s fucking hazy and bright and it all hurts so goddamn bad.

      “Dios mio!”

      “Papa?”

      “He’s alive,” the man sighs. “Barely.”

      “We gotta take him home, Papa. We gotta get him help.”

      There’s a long silence.

      “He’s been shot. More than once. This man’s involved in some nasty business, Carlita. Best we leave him here.”

      “Papa!”

      “I don’t want any trouble, mija,” he says, his tone softening. “And this one here is trouble.”

      “He’s still a person,” the girl argues. “We’ve got to help him if we can. Mama would have wanted us to. She would have told us that we shouldn’t judge.”

      The man sighs like he knows he’s lost the argument. “Alright then.” He shifts around. More leaves crunch. “Come on. We’re gonna need the wheelbarrow. This chico is a beast.”

      I want to protest, but I just sigh and let it all happen. I’m not in control of anything right now.

      Sometime later, when the man starts to move my body, fresh pain scorches through me. It’s too much to handle. The blackness claims me once again.

      I don’t fight that, either.
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      I don’t know whether it’s hours or days later when I come to consciousness in brief spurts and drags.

      I start to notice little things.

      The subtle light of hanging lamps just above me.

      The smell of something cooking. Rosemary. Chicken.

      The sound of singing in the background. An old hymn that I used to know the words to, a lifetime ago.

      When I finally ease back into consciousness, I know it’s been days since I was left for dead in the woods. I can feel it in my body.

      It still aches. There’s still pain.

      But it’s a healing pain.

      I wince as my muscles complain at the movement, but I force myself upright all the same.

      I’m lying in a single bed pushed up against a clean adobe white wall. There’s a narrow two-door wardrobe in the corner and a rickety wooden writing desk right next to it.

      A muffled voice comes through the walls. “Vamos, Gaspar! Let’s go check on Poncho.”

      Poncho? Who the fuck is Poncho?

      Two seconds later, a young girl rounds the corner and steps into my room. She freezes the moment she sees me, her hazel eyes going wide with shock.

      “Y… you’re awake?”

      I lick my chapped lips. “Apparently.” My throat is croaky from disuse.

      “PAPAAA!”

      “Jesus!” I exclaim, cringing against the noise. “Do you need to scream?”

      She takes a step back but eyes me carefully. The white-brown collie beside her cocks his head to the side as though he’s trying to figure me out, too.

      “Hasn’t anyone ever taught you it’s not polite to stare?”

      “I saved your life,” she says without flinching. “I think I’ve been very polite.”

      Damn. She’s got me there.

      I smile. The effort hurts. “What’s your name?”

      “What’s yours?” she retorts.

      My smile gets wider. I like this kid.

      “Wait, I think I remember hearing it once or twice… Camila?” I venture a guess. “No, that’s not it. Cristina?”

      “Carla!” she interrupts proudly, unable to help herself.

      “That’s it. I was close.”

      “My full name is Carla Amengual de la Cavallería Hernandez.”

      “Yikes. Bless you.”

      A burst of laughter escapes her lips. “You’re funny.”

      “Carlita?”

      She glances back over her shoulder. “That’s Papa,” she warns. “Be cool.”

      I have to hold back my laughter at her whispered instruction. I’m glad I do, because a second later, her father fills the entire threshold of the door.

      “Well, well… you’re finally up.”

      Carla looks just like him. She’s got his calm features, his hazel eyes. But she’s just a reedy little girl, no more than nine or ten, while he’s a big, bearded guy with sun-tanned forearms.

      “Carlita,” he says, “why don’t you go get our guest a glass of water?”

      Her expression scrunches up immediately. “You’re just trying to get rid of me.”

      “I just want to talk to the gentleman.”

      Gentleman? Haven’t ever been accused of being that before.

      “Alone?” Carla balks, raising her eyebrows. “I think I should be there, too.”

      “Carlita…” her father growls.

      I have a feeling that arguments and negotiations are a daily occurrence between these two. They’re growing on me already.

      Of course, them saving my life doesn’t hurt in that department.

      “Papa, I was the one that found him. I was the one that wanted to save him. I think I should be here to talk to him.”

      Knew I liked this kid.

      He groans and closes his eyes for a moment. “Fine,” he replies. “Fine.”

      Then he turns to me. I can’t help but smile at the two of them.

      “I think you should still get Poncho a glass of water though.”

      Her lips pucker, but she doesn’t want to be difficult. She knows she’s won the battle, so she’s willing to make this small concession.

      “Okay!” she chirps before disappearing.

      Her father turns to me. His smile drops at once. “Who are you connected to?”

      “No one anymore,” I answer honestly. “I’m a dead man walking.”

      I vaguely remember Esme dragging Artem away. Even if he survived Budimir’s gunshot—unlikely—and even if they managed to stay one step ahead of Budimir’s men after that—even more unlikely—then they’re going to be staying undercover for a long time. Finding them will be impossible. Especially since they probably think I’m dead, too.

      So, just like when I was exiled from Ireland twelve years ago…

      I’m on my own again.

      “Are there people out there who’re looking for you?”

      “Like I said, not anymore.”

      “Can I trust you in my home?”

      This question is perhaps the most important. Mostly because what he’s really asking me is, can he trust me with his daughter?

      “A hundred percent,” I say with all the seriousness I can muster. “You can trust me.”

      He watches my face for any giveaway. In the end, he must not see anything questionable, because he nods and relaxes. “That better be true.”

      He falls silent as Carla returns with a glass of water in hand. She’s panting a little and I know she’s hurried back, eager not to miss anything.

      She walks to me confidently and hands me the glass.

      “Why, thanks, little miss,” I say, taking the glass from her with a nod.

      I down the glass in a few seconds, realizing just how thirsty I am. There’s nothing like a glass of cool water when you’re parched as fuck.

      “Fuck, that was good.”

      “Language.”

      “Fuck me. Sorry.”

      The man glares at me, but Carla giggles.

      Clearly, I’ve won her over.

      “I’m Diego Hernandez,” the man says, introducing himself. “And this is my little girl.”

      “I’m not a little girl!” she insists. “I’m almost eleven.”

      “Big girl, then,” he corrects with a half-hidden grin.

      “And this is Gaspar,” Carlita adds, pointing out the dog that keeps moving between her and her father.

      “It’s nice to meet you all,” I say, with a smile. “Now, I have one burning question: who is Poncho?”

      Carla blushes a little as she glances at her father.

      “That’s the name I gave you,” she admits. “You were asleep for so long and I didn’t know what to call you. So I named you.”

      “And you went with Poncho?” I balk. “Kinda ordinary, don’t you think?”

      “We’d like to know your real name,” Diego says firmly.

      “Cillian O’Sullivan, at your service,” I say, dipping my head forward.

      A pang of pain rips through my body. I groan and settle back into the bed, against the pillows.

      “But,” I add, “maybe not at this very moment.”

      Carla giggles again. “I’m glad I saved you.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      Diego doesn’t look as happy about that as his daughter. But I have every confidence that I’ll win him over in the end. I’ve always had a way with people.

      “You’ve got three bullet wounds in your chest,” he points out. “And a laceration on your arm. Probably a knife wound.”

      “Sounds about right.”

      “What happened?” Carlita asks, cutting to the chase.

      “What happened is a very, very long story.”

      “Well, if you want to recover in our home, it’s a story you’ll have to share with us,” he tells me fiercely.

      “And I will,” I say, looking him in the eye.

      He nods, understanding what I mean. I’m not sure the whole story is appropriate for a little girl’s ears, and I don’t want to step on the man’s toes by telling his daughter details he’s not comfortable with.

      I have no doubt Carlita can take them. She’s got that sheen of maturity to her.

      But still, he’s the parent.

      I’m also keenly aware of how much I owe these two.

      “So how long have I been out?”

      “It’s been six days since mija found you in the woods.”

      “Six days,” I balk. “No fucki—uh, no way?”

      My mind races with a million unanswered questions again.

      Artem.

      Where is he?

      Did Esme manage to get him help?

      Is he even alive?

      I try to sit up, wincing through the pain.

      “Diego, I need to use a phone.”

      “No.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “No?”

      “No,” he echoes firmly. “You’re not permitted to use any of the phones on my premises. The day you decide you need to make contact with the outside world—your world—that’s the day I expect you to leave my house.”

      I blink, but he’s deadly serious.

      “I don’t know who or what you’re connected to,” he continues, “but I know it’s not good. I will not put my daughter in harm’s way. So if you want to recover properly—and trust me, I advise that you do, if you value your life—then you’ll forget about contacting anyone while you’re with us.”

      Well, that certainly puts shit in perspective.

      “I just wanna check in with my family,” I tell him.

      Diego narrows his eyes at me. “Do you have a family, Cillian?” he asks, testing me.

      If I lie to him now, I will forever break his trust. I can see that in his eyes.

      “When I say family, I mean the family I’ve made along the way,” I admit with a sigh.

      “You can contact them when you’re ready to leave here.”

      I look down at my near-broken body and I realize how much further I have left to go before I can call myself fully healed.

      In any case, I’ll be no use to anyone in this state. And with Budimir having the upper hand back in Los Angeles, I might only get one chance at a second life.

      I have to make the most of it.

      I grit my teeth and swallow the burning disappointment, but I also respect Diego. I understand his desire to keep his daughter safe.

      It’s what I would do in his place.

      “Okay,” I tell him. “You have my word.”

      “Gracias,” he replies politely. Then he starts moving to the door. “Now that that’s settled, why don’t we let Cillian get some rest, mija?”

      “But he’s been resting forever!” Carla complains.

      Her papa smiles patiently. “Healing is a long process, little wildcat. Give him time.”

      She sighs and looks at me. “Once you’re done resting, I have lots of questions for you,” she informs me.

      I smirk. “I have no doubt.”

      “Don’t sleep too long, okay?” she says. “We’re having roast chicken for dinner.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.”

      The two of them walk out of the room. But before the door closes shut, I stop them.

      “Oh, and Carla?”

      “Yeah?” she asks, poking her head back into the room eagerly.

      “Thanks for saving my life.”

      Her face breaks into a bright smile. For the first time, she actually looks her age. “You’re welcome.”
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      “I hate this place.”

      “Don’t say that, Pa,” I admonish. “It’s your home.”

      “Why can’t I just live with you and Tristan?” he asks.

      My heart constricts, but I can’t allow myself to get sucked into this. Not again. Pa knows exactly why he can’t live with us.

      It’s because he drives Tristan crazy.

      My husband is not a man who likes to share his wife’s attention.

      “Pa, please,” I beg him. “Just take your pills and have a nice lie-down.”

      “No!”

      He crosses his hands over his chest and turns his face to the side like a petulant child.

      Well, that certainly makes it easier for me to be firm with him.

      “If you don’t take your pills, the pain will come back.”

      “The pain’s there anyway.”

      “It’ll be worse.”

      “I don’t care,” he insists, still turning his head away from me.

      “That’s what you said last time, and then you regretted it later.”

      “Stop throwing that in my face. It was a year ago.”

      “It was a month ago,” I reply with frustration.

      Pa’s always been stubborn as a mule. Age has done him no favors in that department. And the last few years have only accelerated everything else about him that’s hardening into place.

      His hair has gone completely grey and thinned to nearly nothing. His eyes have gotten lighter, more filmy.

      According to his doctors, he’s only got about forty percent visibility in his right eye, and yet he still refuses to wear his glasses.

      He had another fall two months ago and broke his hip. Now, he’s on pain medication, but he refuses to take it because he claims it gives him nightmares.

      I’ve tried telling him that his past is what’s giving him the nightmares.

      But he doesn’t believe me.

      Probably because believing me would also mean taking responsibility for that past, for those mistakes. It would mean owning up to it. And Padraig Connelly is still knee-deep in denial.

      “Pa, please,” I try again. “Just take the damn pill. If you do, I’ll bring you an extra pudding cup for dinner.”

      “Will you stay for dinner?” he asks, turning to me, his little temper tantrum momentarily forgotten.

      “Pa…”

      His pout is forming before I’m even finished speaking. “You don’t ever stay and have dinner with me.”

      “I have lunch with you every day,” I point out.

      “That’s lunch,” he says stubbornly. “I’m talking about dinner!”

      I throw my hands up in frustration and move towards the small window that faces his little single bed.

      Dove Crest is a pretty nice nursing home. In fact, it’s one of the better ones in Dublin. Which of course means it’s not cheap, even with my employee discount.

      But I twisted Tristan’s arm about it so much that he finally gave in. Mostly so that he could kick Pa out of his house and get the peace and quiet he craved.

      But it’s still one of the scant few battles I’ve won with him.

      Pa’s room overlooks a hilly patch of the garden. From this vantage point, I can see the walkway that I use every morning, walking one patient or the other. I can see the little vegetable patch by the peonies. I can even see the pond at the far end of the garden.

      As far as things go, it’s a nice room. But none of it seems to make Pa happy. Truthfully, nothing makes him happy anymore.

      And trust me, I’ve tried.

      God, how I’ve tried.

      The whole reason I took this nursing job at Dove Crest was so that I could be close to him.

      Come to think of it, every decision I’ve made for the past twelve years has been about other people.

      Starting with the choice to stay back in Dublin instead of leaving with Cillian.

      It always makes my body tremble a little when I think of him.

      And yes, I do still think of him.

      All the fucking time.

      It’s pathetic, really.

      I’ve lived off that one night for the past twelve years. Those few hours have powered me through my darkest days and my lowest moments in life.

      I’m a thirty-year-old woman now. No longer a child. No longer naïve.

      And I still feel that the realest, truest, most authentic experience I’ve ever lived is the one I shared with Cillian when I was eighteen years old.

      “Saoirse!” Pa barks, drawing me back from the window. “Stay tonight. Have dinner with me.”

      “You know I can’t, Pa,” I say tiredly. “Tristan will be expecting me.”

      “Tell him to join us here.”

      I bite my lip. “Why don’t you have dinner with Lonny and Mel?” I suggest.

      “Those bastards. I want nothing more to do with them.”

      “Does this have anything to do with the poker game you played with them on Saturday?”

      “They swindled me!”

      “They didn’t,” I reply calmly. “Lonny won.”

      “Only because Mel was reading cards behind my back. They cheated!”

      I sigh and glance at the clock. “Pa, please, it’s almost six. I’m off-duty in fifteen minutes and I still need to give Mrs. Filan her sponge bath.”

      “I don’t like that you have to do that,” Pa says gruffly.

      “It’s my job.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      I shake my head. “It pays the bills,” I tell him. “And it also gives me a great discount, which is the only reason Tristan agreed to put you here in the first place.”

      “It’s all about money,” he scoffs.

      “Yeah, it is, in fact,” I snap harshly. “Now take your pills, or else I’m gonna ask Shane to come in here instead.”

      Pa’s eyes go wide. Shane’s not exactly known for his gentle touch.

      “Not Shane,” he whimpers.

      “Then take them!”

      With an angry grunt, he grabs the pills and pops them into his mouth. He swallows but I don’t completely trust him.

      “Open up and let me see.”

      He glares at me, lips clamped shut.

      “Do it or Shane will be in here before you know it.”

      He relents reluctantly and opens wide. To my surprise, he’s actually swallowed them. Not the first time we’ve done this song and dance, but rarely does it only take one round.

      “Thank you,” I say with gratitude, bending down and kissing his head. “Now, I’ve got to go.”

      “I hate this place,” Pa calls out again as I’m heading for the door.

      I turn. “It’s beautiful here, Pa. It’s big. Clean. There’s a garden and a pond. You’ve got friends.”

      “I’m too old for friends,” he says. “What I need now is family.”

      I have to bite my tongue.

      If only he’d felt that way when I was a kid.

      Why is it that some men only remember they have families when it suits them?

      I suppose it doesn’t matter. It’s best not to engage, anyway. It’s best not to care. To be vulnerable. To ask questions or expose your heart to more hurt.

      I’ve learned that lesson the hard way.

      “Goodnight, Pa,” I say softly. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “I want to go for a walk around the garden after breakfast,” he says.

      “Sure. Sounds good.”

      “And I don’t want anyone else joining in, either.”

      I suppress a sigh. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Maybe you could speak to Tristan,” Da says suddenly, his breath catching a little as he tries floating the idea again. “See if he’s open to me moving back in with you two.”

      “Pa…”

      “Just ask and see,” he insists.

      “Sure, Pa,” I concede. “I’ll ask.”

      I know what Tristan’s answer will be. I also know what his reaction will be if I bring this up with him again.

      Unfortunately, Pa still suffers from the delusion that he and Tristan are friends. I’ve tried to explain to Pa that he and Tristan were never friends to begin with. But that conversation didn’t go well.

      You can’t argue with a man in denial. And denial has been Pa’s best friend since Mama died.

      I slip out of his room, feeling that guilty tug every time I say goodnight to him. But the guilt has an edge to it now. And it’s starting to feel a lot like bitterness.

      I love my father. Deep down, I know he loves me, too.

      But if love is measured in sacrifice, then the scoreboard reads something like “SAOIRSE—Infinity, PA—Zero.”

      And it’s not gonna be changing anytime soon.

      I walk down to Mrs. Filan’s room and knock on her door.

      “Sara?” comes her warbling voice.

      I sigh. “It’s Saoirse, Mrs. Filan.”

      I push open the door and walk in. She’s sitting on her bed in a ratty old bathrobe that she supposedly knitted herself when she first moved in here decades ago.

      It’s a believable story, mostly because the robe looks like it’s been through multiple world wars. The weave is coming loose, holes opening up in all manner of unsightly places.

      She wobbles upright so I can help her to the bathroom. “Where’ve you been?” she barks at me as we shuffle across the tile floor together.

      “Sorry, Mrs. Filan. I was—”

      “Down the hall with that no-good father of yours,” she hisses, narrowing her eyes at me.

      I fill the tub with lukewarm water and then help her out of her robe. “I just had to make sure he took his pills,” I reply once she’s settled in. “And I wasn’t that late.”

      “A few minutes late is still late.”

      “I can’t argue with that,” I admit. “You’re absolutely right.”

      If my life were a movie, then this job would be romanticized accordingly. I’d come here every day and get to give help and comfort to the sweetest elderly people. The kind who’d fall in love with me at first glance. Who’d share stories about their youths and give me advice that would help shape my life.

      But unfortunately, my life is no movie.

      And the men and women I take care of? They barely tolerate me, much less love me.

      Mostly, they just use me as punching bags to vent their frustration and despair.

      It’s not like I can blame them. It’s not easy getting older. It’s not easy having to depend on other people for every single thing you do.

      I get it. I really do.

      But there are some days when it’s so fucking hard to be patient.

      “You got a fella?” Mrs. Filan asks suspiciously as she leans back in her tub.

      “No.” My answer is immediate. I don’t even think about it.

      She frowns. “Your father claims you’re married to some good-looking cop,” she says, looking at me oddly.

      Mrs. Filan’s problem is certainly not her mind. The woman’s smart as a whip and sharp as ever. She’s also got a killer memory. She was only put in this home because her children just didn’t want to deal with her.

      And after spending a couple of hours with her, it’s easy to understand why.

      I falter a little. “Oh, um… right. Well, I’m married.”

      She glares at me as I try and avoid her gaze.

      “Did you forget you were married?” she asks sarcastically.

      “I wish I could forget,” I murmur.

      Instantly, I regret it. Talking shit about Tristan is never a good thing. What if it gets back to him somehow?

      I know I’m being paranoid and fearful even thinking it, but what can I say? I’ve become paranoid and fearful over the years.

      Maybe that’s another reason I think about Cillian so often.

      Because the last time I was brave—really, truly brave—was with him.

      “Interesting,” Mrs. Filan croaks. “You don’t love him?”

      “I do,” I say quickly, praying she doesn’t decide to go and gossip to Pa about this tomorrow. “I do love him. I just… We’ve been married a long time.”

      “Any kids?” she asks.

      “No.”

      She eyes my waist. “I can see that,” she says. “Good. Don’t bother having children. They’re fooking useless.”

      I frown. “Why do you say that?”

      “I gave birth to three children,” she tells me. “And yet here I am, getting a bath from a stranger who can’t even remember if she’s married or not. What do you call that?”

      “Karma?” I offer before I can stop myself.

      What the fuck is wrong with me today?

      Unfortunately, Mrs. Filan is not known for humor. Particularly not when it’s directed at her.

      Her jaw drops, then stiffens into a nasty sneer. “I asked for the other girl, you know. The younger, prettier one. I want her next time.”

      Suddenly, I’ve had it. I’ve reached my limit today.

      “You know what?” I say, leaping to my feet and dropping the sponge so that it plunks down in the tub and splashes Mrs. Filan full in the face. “If that’s what you want, I’ll just go get her right now.”

      “You splashed me.”

      “It’s just water,” I snap at her. “You’ll survive.”

      She yells at my back, but I don’t stop long enough to hear the rest of her tirade.

      I shouldn’t be leaving her in the tub alone. She could slip and fall and break a hip trying to clamber out. That’s a common occurrence around here.

      But I just need to get away from those ugly, invasive eyes.

      I’m so damn close to shattering into pieces.

      I spot Shane in the lobby and I wave to him. At almost six foot-five, the man’s hard to miss.

      “Hey,” I say. “Where’s Lauren?”

      “Think she’s in the rec room.”

      “Mrs. Filan wants her.”

      “Right now?”

      “Yes. I’d tell her to hurry, too. Mrs. Filan’s a stickler for tardiness.”

      “You’re supposed to be with Mrs. Filan right now,” he says, consulting the board behind him with everyone’s schedules.

      “What can I tell you?” I say. “She kicked me out. She hates my guts.”

      “She doesn’t like redheads,” Shane says, surprising me.

      “You gotta be kidding me.”

      He smiles. “Yeah. Apparently, her husband left her for one.”

      “Jesus!” I cry, throwing my hands up. “How is that my fault?”

      “You’re the other woman—in her head, I mean.”

      I rub my eyes with the heels of my hands. “God help me. I’m going home.”

      He looks a little pained. And I know it’s because Shane’s got a hard-on for the rules. Usually, I’m on the same page.

      But today, I just don’t give a damn anymore.

      He seems to notice that, too.

      “Hey,” he prods gently. “You okay?”

      I heave a long sigh and rub my temples. “Not really,” I admit. “But then again, who is?”

      “Right,” he says, voice thick with concern. “Okay, go on and get out of here. I’ll have Lauren go in and finish her bath.”

      “Thanks, Shane.”

      He gives me a sweet smile. I bask in the warmth of it for a moment.

      A friendly face is so rare these days.

      I’ve noticed the way he looks at me, too. He likes me.

      Not that I’m open to that. I’m married to Tristan Rearden, as Mrs. Filan was nice enough to remind me.

      And that’s not loyalty talking.

      It’s pure fucking fear.

      “Have a good evening, Shane.”

      “You too, Saoirse.”

      I go to my locker, grab my bag, and head out onto the streets.

      I’m running a little late tonight so I probably should take a cab, but that would mean I’d get home sooner, and I have no interest in that.

      I need this walk. I need the fresh air, cold as it might be.

      The streets are still packed, filled with a bunch of tired people trekking back home after a long day at work.

      Most of them look relieved. But there are a fair few who look like what I imagine I look like right now.

      Like we’re all being led into a prison cell.

      As I walk through the streets, I see a flash of blond. My neck cranes in that direction instantly. I know even before I get a good look that it’s not Cillian.

      But it’s instinct to keep searching. To keep hoping. Even though it hurts every time.

      Like I said before…

      Pathetic.
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      The house is dark and quiet when I arrive. I breathe with relief. Hopefully, this means that Tristan has been held up with some police business. Or maybe it’s Kinahan business.

      I don’t particularly care either way. Just so long as it keeps him busy.

      First thing I do is head straight to the bedroom. I strip off my scrubs and throw it in the laundry hamper before soaking in the tub for a good half hour.

      Once I’ve washed away the work day, I shimmy into some grey sweats and a baggy t-shirt from my teen years. I’ve held on to it even though it’s worn thin as tissue paper.

      Mostly because it reminds me of a simpler time. A time when I wasn’t anyone’s wife. When I was just Saoirse Connelly.

      I could have been anything.

      I could have gone anywhere.

      Instead, I’m here.

      Saoirse Rearden—wife to a dirty cop, daughter to a broken father.

      Loveless. Lifeless. Hopeless.

      Bleh.

      I head to the kitchen and root around through the fridge. There’s some leftover chicken from the night before, some roast veggies, and a ridiculous amount of beer.

      I take out the food and leave the alcohol where it is.

      I’ve just warmed myself up a plate of chicken when the door bangs open, and my whole entire body curls in on itself as though a frost just tore through.

      “Saoirse!” my husband roars.

      My name is always the first word on his lips when he walks through that door. A constant reminder that he is my keeper. That there is no freedom for me—not as long as he’s got breath left in his body.

      “Saoirse!”

      I close my eyes for a moment. “I’m here,” I call back softly. “In the kitchen.”

      He appears at the door. It’s so small a space that he’s only feet from me. The stink of whiskey clings to his breath and clothes as he stumbles straight for me.

      His hands wind harshly into my hair as he jerks me close to him. He takes a deep breath, and like always, I go limp and still against him.

      Even after twelve years, I haven’t gotten used to his touch. I’ve just learned to endure it.

      “Mmm… you smell fuckin’ great,” he rumbles. “But why the fuck are you wearing so many clothes?”

      I pull away from him under the guise of retrieving my plate from the microwave. “I was just getting dinner ready.”

      He doesn’t even ask who the plate of food is for. Just plucks it from my hand and sits down at the table.

      “Fork?” he asks impatiently.

      I swallow my anger and pass him a fork and knife. There’s a moment of hesitation when I contemplate stabbing him with the knife instead of handing it to him.

      But I allow myself only a moment to entertain the thought before I bury it. Maybe I should be concerned with how violent my thoughts have turned in recent years.

      Some women fantasize about cheating on their husbands.

      I fantasize about killing mine.

      I’ve played out a hundred different scenarios in my head. All of them end with Tristan’s glassy eyes staring back at me as I stand over him in triumph.

      There’s no sense of guilt attached to those fantasies, either. But then again, when it comes to Tristan, I have very little feeling left to give.

      Utensils in hand, he stabs the chicken, skewers a couple of carrots, and shovels it all into his mouth to chew like a horse.

      I can see the relief wash over his face. My own stomach roils with hunger.

      I realize that I haven’t eaten much all day. I picked up a croissant and a cup of coffee from a bakery on my way to work this morning, but during my lunch break, I’d been dealing with a whole group of cranky old seniors who weren’t happy with the meal choice on offer.

      By the time I’d managed to convince them all to eat—a negotiation process that had taken almost an hour—I’d been so tired that I retreated into a back room to close my eyes.

      It was only supposed to be a minute or two. Just enough time to breathe and recalibrate.

      But one minute turned into twenty, and by the time I woke up, all I could do was grab a yogurt cup from the staff fridge in the back before heading off to massage Mr. O’Malley.

      I haven’t eaten a thing since then.

      I move to the fridge and look inside.

      Now that Tristan’s taken my share, all the chicken is gone. So are the roast vegetables.

      The only thing edible is a bunch of neglected baby carrots in a little Ziplock bag at the back of the top shelf.

      I take them out and start crunching on them. They do next to nothing to curb my craving for real food, but at least it staves off the hunger temporarily.

      “Sit down,” Tristan directs me.

      Left with no choice, I sit down directly opposite to him so that there’s as much distance between us as possible.

      He eyes the bag of carrots in front of me. “That’s all you’re eating?”

      “That’s all there is.”

      It doesn’t even seem to register to him to offer me half his plate of food.

      “Well, it takes work to keep that body tight,” he replies with a shrug.

      I bite down hard on a carrot and try to remain detached. But I can feel him watching me now. Now that his hunger has been sated, he can focus on me.

      “Jesus, you look like a fucking old maid,” he snaps. “I buy you so much shit that you never wear.”

      “I’d prefer to buy my own clothes.”

      “What happened to the lingerie I bought for you last week?” he demands.

      “I hate pink.”

      His eyes narrow. “It cost two hundred fucking euros.”

      “I never asked you to spend that money,” I tell him. “I’d rather save up for a bigger house.”

      “Why?” he demands. “So you can move your loser father in with us? That’s not gonna fucking happen. We could have a five-bedroom with a fucking pool out back and I wouldn’t let that old drunk live here.”

      “He’s a gambler,” I correct automatically. “You’re the drunk, remember?”

      He lets his fork drop to the plate with a clatter.

      I should know better than to piss him off. Especially when he’s drunk.

      But sometimes, fighting back is the only proof I have that I’m still here.

      That I’m still alive.

      “What the fuck did you just say to me?”

      Normally, I’d back down. Tactical retreat, as they call it. I went too far once already and this path will only lead to significant pain in my future.

      But I’ve had a shit day and a shit life and for one brief fucking conversation at the very least, I want the man who causes so much of that shittiness to experience what it feels like to be on the receiving end.

      “You heard me. You’re drunk right now,” I point out. “And it’s not even nine at night.”

      “What the hell does that have to do with anything, eh?” he roars. “Night is night. I’m off work and I want to unwind. Relax. What I don’t want is a lecture from my bratty little wife.”

      He likes doing that.

      He likes using words like “bratty” and “childish” and “immature.” He likes reminding me that I was basically still a kid when I was forced to marry him.

      He thinks that, because he’s been the entirety of my adult life, that he has some sort of twisted hold on me.

      On my good days, I’m scared it might be true.

      And on my bad ones, I feel it in my bones that it is.

      “Fine. I’ll stop talking then.”

      “This is the thanks I get?” he presses on, as if I hadn’t spoken. “I’ve given you a nice home, nice things. And you can’t even muster up a thank you. You can’t even look nice for me.”

      I glance down at my sweats. “This doesn’t do it for you, baby?” I drawl sarcastically.

      I laugh to myself and reach for another carrot, but he grabs the bag and flings it across the room.

      Slamming both hands on the table, he leans in to me, his breath sour from the liquor.

      “Stand up.”

      “Tristan…”

      “I’ve given you everything,” he snarls at me, the alcohol exacerbating his anger. “And you haven’t even been able to give me a child.”

      I cringe back at his words, but I don’t want to hear this.

      I’ve heard it too often in the last few years.

      I get up and try to move past him, but he grabs me by the hand and pulls me towards him.

      “Tristan, please…”

      “It’s about time you gave me a fucking son.”

      Ignore him, I tell myself. Just fucking ignore him.

      Things always go a little better when I don’t engage.

      But it’s harder than it seems to keep silent. It’s not in my nature to be so passive. It’s not in my nature to ignore a bully.

      He shoves me back up against the kitchen counter and starts pawing at me.

      “If you were wearing the fucking lingerie I bought you, I wouldn’t have to work so hard to get my cock hard.”

      Swallow it, Saoirse.

      Don’t engage.

      Bite your fucking tongue.

      “Or maybe you should lay off the alcohol,” I blurt out, “instead of blaming me for your malfunctioning dick.”

      Oops.

      His reaction is immediate. Almost as though he’s expecting it.

      He hauls off and punches me in the face.

      I careen into the fridge. Cheap as it is, I half-expect it to crack in half from the impact.

      Instead, I’m the one who cracks in half.

      My head hits the plaster so hard I see stars. I can taste the tang of blood in my mouth and the world goes dark at the edges.

      Before I can recover, Tristan grabs me by the hair and drags me screaming out of the kitchen. Probably because there’s not enough space for him to slap me around in there.

      “You need to learn your fucking place in this house,” he seethes at me as he tows me down the hall. “Under my fucking heel.”

      I try and claw his hands off me, but he just tugs on my hair harder until my knees buckle.

      When we get into the living room, he hurls me forward onto the rug. I’m just catching my breath when I hear a horrifying sound.

      His belt buckle clacking open.

      The whisper of leather as he rips it off, tosses it aside, and starts to unbutton his pants.

      No.

      Having sex with Tristan is hard enough.

      But being raped by him is a humiliation that I don’t think I will ever live down.

      It’s a scar that will forever be imprinted on my soul.

      I try and get up, but he slaps me down again with the back of his hand. I fall back onto the sofa as he manages to get his pants down around his ankles.

      I can punch back.

      I can try to run.

      But I’ll have to return here at some point, and that means going through this process all over again, but worse.

      Might as well just get it over with now.

      I blink back tears as Tristan pulls out his cock.

      Except that, despite the lust on his face… he’s still soft.

      I look dead at him.

      I’m not laughing—not quite that suicidal just yet—but my eyes sure as hell are.

      And I know that a man with an ego as fragile as his can’t handle that.

      Scowling as if his limp dick is my fault, he lunges forward and rakes my t-shirt over my head.

      I thrash but he gets it off and his eyes fall immediately to my naked breasts.

      Then he tugs the sweatpants off me, his fingers clawing at me like razor burns. No matter how much I kick and struggle, he’s just too big. Too strong. Too drunk to care if my blows land or not.

      Once I’m lying naked before him, he glares at me, his teeth gritted as he grabs hold of his cock and starts tugging hard.

      I can see him getting hard slowly, and I don’t want that to happen.

      “I don’t need a fucking pill,” he grunts, more to himself than to me, like his dick needs the verbal encouragement. “Open your fucking mouth.”

      I look up at him, my expression curdling. “Don’t make me put it in like this,” I say. “I don’t like putting it in when it’s so… limp.”

      Anger flashes across his eyes.

      “Get hard first,” I suggest not-that-helpfully.

      I know he can’t get hard on his own. Not right now.

      Asking him to do it will only stall the process, and make it harder for him to keep going now that I’m “expecting” him to.

      He doesn’t like pressure.

      He tries, though, frantically jerking at his wilted cock for a long minute.

      I never stop staring at him right in his stupid fucking eyes.

      Another minute passes and I can breathe because I know it’s a lost cause.

      He knows it, too. Growling, he hits me again, knocking me back against the sofa.

      It barely even registers as pain. Nothing he does hurts quite as much these days as it used to. Tonight, less than ever.

      So little, in fact, that I can’t help but laugh.

      “You think this is fucking funny?” he demands. “You little whore!”

      He raises his hand to slap me again.

      But this time, I’m ready for it.

      I duck under the slap and shoot forward low to the ground. With his pants still around his ankles, Tristan tries to turn and follow me, but he trips and hits the ground hard.

      I scurry into the kitchen.

      Knife, knife, where’s a fucking—

      I find a butcher’s knife right as I hear him storming towards me, huge footsteps landing heavy with a thump-thump-thump.

      I’ve got the knife and then—shit!—it falls from my trembling hands.

      Thump-thump-thump. He’s almost here.

      Rounding the corner, just as I drop to my knees and pick it up—

      He’s two steps away, thump-thu—

      I get my hands on the knife, stand, and brandish it between us.

      “Back the fuck up,” I seethe. I’m naked as the day I was born and trembling like a leaf.

      But there’s no mistaking the venom in my voice.

      Tristan pauses. Considers the situation. All the alcohol he’s had to drink isn’t helping him think any faster, but eventually, he decides it’s not worth the trouble anymore.

      His pathetic, soft dick still hangs like a tiny noodle between his legs.

      “You belong to me,” he whispers in a low, menacing tone. “You’re my little whore, Saoirse Rearden. I branded you with my name. I fucking own you. And you know that, don’t you?”

      This is part of the humiliation.

      This is my life.

      “Get the fuck out of my house,” I whisper.

      He laughs. Cackles like a fucking loon.

      Then, shrugging, he hikes his pants back up, tucks himself away, and leaves without another word.

      Three seconds later, I hear the front door slam.

      He’s gone.

      I go back to the living room and collapse naked and trembling on the sofa. I wrap my arms around my body and hug myself until the tears dry up on my face.

      I can’t keep doing this.

      I can’t keep doing this.

      The thought rings in my ears until I finally start to pay attention.

      I’m thirty years old.

      I’ve been with Tristan for twelve.

      I’ve been miserable for almost as long as I can remember.

      And when have I ever been happy? Truly, peacefully, wholly happy?

      The answer comes to me immediately. I don’t even have to think about it.

      One night, twelve years ago.

      Because of a boy with messy blond hair and a devil-may-care smile.

      A boy who promised me freedom and happiness.

      A boy who tried to keep his word.

      I was the one who sent him away.

      I was the one who turned him down.

      Now, he’s gone. Long gone. But I’m still here. Trying desperately to hold on to the last vestiges of who I used to be.

      Slowly, I force myself up to my feet and pull my clothes back on. I go to the bedroom and lie down to stare at the ceiling, wondering where Cillian is right now.

      Is he happy?

      Is he free?

      Does he still think of me?

      No. Of course not.

      Why would he think of the girl that turned him away at her door like he meant nothing?

      I don’t deserve Cillian O’Sullivan.

      But maybe I still deserve a second chance at happiness. I just have to make the decision. A decision I should have made a long time ago.

      Immediately, my thoughts flick to Pa. Guilt rises, but I squelch it down.

      Nobody ever said this was going to be easy. Choices must be made, and those choices will have consequences.

      But I’ve spent most of my life looking after my father. It’s time that I live for myself now. It’s time I save myself before Tristan extinguishes the last embers of fire left inside me.

      There won’t be a blue-eyed prince with a carefree smile to come rescue this damsel in distress.

      This time, I’ve got to save myself.
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      “Finished?” calls Carla.

      I squint down at her.

      She’s grown a foot in the last year, but she’s still got the full-faced rosiness of youth. Gaspar hops around her heels, barking noisily.

      He hates not being able to join me up here on the roof.

      “Almost,” I shout back down. “Is lunch ready?”

      “It’s been ready for half an hour,” she replies. “Come down now before it goes cold.”

      The kid’s freaking bossy. That hasn’t changed since the day I woke up here, twelve months ago.

      Fuck—has it really been that long?

      I wipe the sweat from my brow and climb down the ladder resting against the west-facing wall. I’m almost done with the roof. Another hour of work at most, but I don’t want to miss lunch. My stomach’s already complaining.

      A long-dormant memory shoots through my mind like a lightning bolt.

      “Tá ocras fooking orm.”

      Sean’s grimace.

      Those eyebrows, bushy and serious…

      “Nope,” I say out loud. I shake the memory away and climb down the ladder. When I get close enough, I skip the last few rungs in favor of jumping down onto the dry earth below. A cloud of dirt kicks up around me.

      Carla takes a step back, wrinkling her nose and coughing at the dust.

      “Let’s eat,” I announce, slapping my hands together.

      We walk back to the main house together, with Gaspar bounding around between Carla and me.

      As we approach, I spot Diego coming from the barn. He’s still got a limp after the accident in the winter. But he’s made a fuck-ton of progress in the last few months.

      We both have.

      Carla notices the direction of my gaze. “He’s been in there most of the morning trying to fix the broken pillar.”

      “Jesus, your father’s stubborn,” I mutter. “He shouldn’t be taxing himself.”

      “That’s what I said. He told me to mind my own business.”

      “He is your business.”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “Any comeback?”

      “He told me to stop spending so much time with you.” She grins.

      I laugh. “Maybe he’s got a point.”

      “No, he doesn’t,” Carla say forcefully. “You’re my best friend.”

      My heart twists guiltily at her words. The kid’s been attached to me from day one. But it’s only lately that I’ve realized how big an issue that is.

      I was never meant to stay here.

      The process of healing had been a long one. Longer than I’d first assumed.

      It took almost five full months before my body stopped hurting so much.

      After that, it was re-training myself. Building up strength and muscle again. I had to re-learn shit that had always been second nature to me.

      It wasn’t fucking fun. And I’m still a long way from whole.

      But Diego and Carla have made it easier.

      About seven months in, I started thinking about saying my goodbyes. Heading back to my own life.

      I’d been with them way too fucking long already.

      And then the winter accident happened.

      It was a combination of things, just a perfect storm of terrible luck. A thunderstorm raging for almost three nights, a deteriorating rafter beam in the barn, and Diego’s stubborn insistence that he didn’t need help fixing it.

      I’d been in the main house with Carla when the barn roof collapsed during the worst of the rain and lightning.

      It had collapsed right on top of Diego while he was in there trying to calm the horses.

      I’d managed to get him out of there, but his injuries were bad.

      Not nearly as bad as what Budimir had left me with, of course. But bad enough that it would’ve been a death sentence for him and Carla alike if I wasn’t around to intervene.

      After everything they’d done for me, it seemed like poor repayment to just turn my back on them and leave when they needed me most.

      So I stayed.

      I told myself it would only be a few extra days.

      But days turned into weeks, and weeks turned into five more months.

      And now, before I know it, it’s been a full year since Gaspar discovered me on death’s doorstep.

      There are some days I actually enjoy this life. The simplicity of it. Working with the sun, sleeping with the moon, toiling in the earth with my own two hands.

      It keeps my mind off things.

      Off the past. Off Artem and Esme. Off everything I’ve ever left behind.

      But that’s not the point.

      The point is that this isn’t my real life.

      My real life is out there somewhere. Waiting for me.

      Now, I just need to figure out why I’ve been so fucking reluctant to get back to it.

      “Finished with the roof?” Diego asks as our paths intersect.

      “Nearly. One more day should do it.”

      He claps me on the shoulder and nods, satisfied.

      We head inside the house together. Instantly, I’m hit by the smell of meat and potatoes. This is a carb-heavy family and I, for one, am fully fucking here for it.

      Ten minutes later, we’re sitting around the table and Diego’s carving up sections of the chicken like it’s Thanksgiving dinner.

      I tuck into the chicken just as Carla gets up and heads to the mantel over the couch.

      “Escucha, chica,” Diego chides. “We’re sitting down to lunch.”

      “Mama’s picture fell,” she explains somberly. She leans down, scoops the picture frame off the floor, and places it back in its spot with reverent hands.

      Upright, the woman in the photograph smiles out at us. Dark-haired, pretty.

      Carla places a delicate kiss on the frame. Then she comes back to the table and breaks off a leg of the chicken.

      It took her months to open up to me about her mother.

      Some people are so precious that the only way to preserve their memory is to not talk about them. As if, every time she shared a story, a little of it got sanded away. Lost in time.

      I never would have understood that—before Saoirse.

      She comes and sits back in her seat at the table, Gaspar curled at her feet. We eat in silence for a while.

      “They’re having another farmer’s market in the valley soon,” Carla informs us. “We should rent out a stall.”

      “That’s a good idea, mija,” Diego acknowledges.

      “Cillian,” she says, “you’re gonna love the farmer’s market. It’s tons of fun. You meet so many cool people.”

      “I’m sure. When is this thing?”

      “In two months.”

      The smile falters on my face. Both of them notice it.

      “What?” Carla asks immediately.

      “Carla…”

      “You’ve been talking about leaving for months now,” she says impatiently. “I think it’s time to face the fact that you don’t really want to leave.”

      I frown. Mostly because she’s partly right about that.

      Way too smart for her own good.

      “Carlita,” Diego says, a warning in his tone, “Cillian can leave whenever he wants to.”

      “But he belongs here.”

      The way she says it takes me off guard. Growing up, I always thought I belonged with my family in Ireland.

      But then Da kicked me out of the family and I made my new home in L.A.

      After that, I felt I belonged with Artem and the Bratva.

      But then I had a near-death experience that’s taken me a year’s recovery time.

      Now, I’m not so sure anymore. I don’t know where I belong.

      “Carla—”

      “Why do you want to leave at all?” she interrupts, whirling on me. “This is your home.”

      Home.

      Another word that’s unexpectedly triggering.

      “Carla,” I say as gently as I can, “kiddo, I love it here. I love you. I love Gaspar. I even love your grumpy old man. But this isn’t my home.”

      Her eyes go wide. I can see that I’ve hurt her, but I also need her to understand.

      “I told you,” I continue, “I have a friend out there who needs me.”

      “He’s managed to get through a year without you,” Carla points out. “So clearly, he doesn’t need you that bad.”

      Damn, the kid has claws.

      “Carla, basta! Cut it out,” Diego says firmly.

      “It’s okay,” I say, stopping him from bringing down the axe.

      He never lets Carla get away with mouthing off for too long. Half of her so-called “chores” began as punishments handed down after she’d been snarky or deliberately disobedient.

      “I know it seems like I’ve been dragging my feet on this. And maybe I have been because I know I’ll miss you guys a lot—”

      “Then don’t go,” she cuts in. “If you don’t go, you won’t have to miss us.”

      “I have to.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I have someone waiting for me.”

      “Who?”

      “Artem,” I say out loud.

      And that’s true. Partly true, at least.

      But the name I’m thinking in my heart is Saoirse.

      Why, though? Why did my thoughts even go there?

      It’s been twelve—no, almost thirteen fucking years. Of course she isn’t waiting for me.

      She never was.

      But my thoughts have started shifting over the last year. That’s another thing that months of bed rest, a change of scenery, and a fuck-ton of alone time will do to you.

      There’s been sufficient time for self-reflection. Time to go back, comb through your past, and dig up memories that you thought you’d buried.

      I’ve done exactly that.

      And it’s revealed shit that I hoped never to have to re-live again.

      It’s forced me back into the shoes of that naïve eighteen-year-old who thought he was invincible because he had a powerful last name and a swagger in his step.

      “He doesn’t need you,” Carla snaps at me, pulling me out of my thoughts. “I do. Papa does.”

      “Carla, I said that’s enough!” Diego says, raising his voice. “Cillian stayed because of my accident. He stayed so that he could help us out on the farm. He didn’t stay because he wanted to. It would be selfish of us to keep him here any longer.”

      I’m a little surprised. Diego’s usually a man of few words.

      But based on what he just said, it appears he’s a sentimental one, too.

      “Hey, I do want to stay,” I say firmly. “I do want to help. It’s just… time for me to go.”

      “I hate you!” Carla bursts. “I hate you both.”

      Then she pushes up from the table, upending her chair in the process. She bolts out of the house with Gaspar hot on her heels.

      Diego sighs and pushes his food around on his plate. For a while, there’s only the clink and clack of cutlery as we both fumble for something to say.

      “Sorry,” I offer eventually.

      “Don’t be,” Diego mumbles. “She’s got to face it.”

      Now that we’re talking about it, I figure we might as well see this conversation through.

      “Diego, if you need me to stay—”

      “I don’t,” he says gruffly. Then he clears his throat. “I appreciate you even offering. But I’m good now.”

      “Okay then.”

      “Have you thought about when?”

      “Once I finish the roof and repair the fence out back,” I tell him. “A couple of days from now, probably.”

      He nods as though he was expecting exactly that.

      Then he gets to his feet and heads to the pantry. When he returns, he’s got an old bottle of scotch with him.

      My eyes go wide. “Diego, you bastard!” I crow. “I knew you had a stash back there. Been holding out on me for a year.”

      He laughs. “Now that you’re leaving, I don’t mind you knowing about it. You woulda drank me out of house and home if I’d told you earlier.”

      “Asshole.”

      He chuckles under his breath as he pours me a glass. “It’s been a fucking year,” he breathes.

      He never swears. But I can tell he needs to right now.

      I accept the glass of scotch and we clink our glasses together. “To your health,” I say.

      “To your… next adventure,” Diego retorts.

      I smile. “My next adventure.” I like the sound of that.

      “Do you know where you’ll go?”

      Ah, there it is. The big question.

      “Would you believe me if I said I didn’t?”

      Diego laughs. “Of course. You’re confused—that much is clear.”

      I snort with laughter. “And here I thought I was fooling you.”

      “Nothing gets past me, cabrón.”

      I sigh. “Artem’s been my family for my whole adult life,” I admit. “I’ve made L.A. my home…”

      “But?”

      I glance out towards the expanse of the farm I can see through the open door. “But it’s not really my true home. I left my true home a long time ago.”

      “Ireland.”

      “Yeah. And these last few months, I’ve been thinking a lot about Dublin,” I admit. “Been thinking about all the people I was forced to leave behind. I haven’t spoken to my mother in years. Or to Kian.”

      “Kian?”

      “My younger brother,” I explain. “Then there’s my older brother, too. I’ve lost touch with all of them. Maybe because maintaining contact was… hard.”

      “I can understand that.”

      “I almost died, Diego,” I say quietly. “The only reason I survived at all was because of you and Carla. I feel like I’ve been given a second chance at and life and…”

      “You’re re-thinking your priorities.”

      “Exactly.”

      He nods wisely and takes a sip of his drink. “You don’t really want to go back to Los Angeles, do you?”

      “Carla’s right,” I say. “I don’t think Artem needs me. He’s always been strong and resourceful. And honestly, I doubt I’d be much help to him. I need to get my shit together first. That’s if I could even find him, which has been hard to do.”

      That’s true enough. With Budimir running the show in Los Angeles, Artem can’t exactly put out a beacon and a calling card.

      And I’m mired in the middle of the mountains of western Mexico with few resources.

      I’ve been staying here in part because no one knows I’m here. It keeps me alive, out of Budimir’s line of sight. I hope Artem and Esme are doing the same.

      Still, he’s at least partially an excuse. A thing I tell myself so I can make this weird little timeout from my life stretch on just a tiny bit longer.

      “Does that mean you’re going back to Dublin?” Diego inquires.

      “I’m a wanted man in Dublin,” I point out.

      He smiles. “Doesn’t sound like that’s gonna stop you.”

      “I’d be a fool to go back.”

      “Well, if the shoe fits…”

      I guffaw and shake my head. For once, I don’t have a comeback ready.

      “Cillian?” Diego says after a while.

      “Hmm?”

      “Is there someone else you’re going back for?”

      I jerk my eyes up to meet his, a frown on my face. “Why do you ask?”

      Diego shrugs. “Sometimes, I catch this look on your face. It kind of reminds me of myself… when I think of Alayna.”

      I look into his eyes, wondering what to say.

      I don’t like talking about Saoirse. It’s too fucking painful. Even after all these years, the pain is still fresh every time.

      “There is a girl,” I admit. “Woman now, I suppose.”

      “Aha! I knew it. Smarter than I look.”

      I shake my head. “It’s not what you think. It was over before it even had a chance to begin. Last I heard, she’d married.”

      “But you still think about her?”

      “Yes,” I confess while I stare down into the depths of my scotch. “More often in the last year than ever before.”

      “Maybe that means something.”

      “Even if I go back, I can’t disrupt her life. She’s probably got the whole white picket fence, golden retriever kind of setup going for her. Bet she’s got a couple of kids, too. A whole life that doesn’t include me.”

      “You don’t know any of that for certain, son,” Diego points out gently.

      I smile. “Are you actually encouraging me to find her?”

      “If she’s still on your mind after all these years, you owe it to yourself to do just that. And if she’s happy like you’re assuming, then you can move on with your life. And if not…”

      “Never pegged you for a romantic, Diego.”

      “I used to be,” he admits. “Then Alayna died.”

      I understand what he’s trying to tell me. If Alayna was out there, somewhere in the world, he’d be searching for her.

      “Thanks, Diego,” I say. “For everything.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      “No, I have to mention it,” I insist, meeting his eyes. “You gave me a second chance.”

      “Actually, Carla did,” he clarifies. “I wanted to leave you in the dirt.”

      “You’re right. I take it back, you bastard.”

      He laughs, but he sobers up pretty quickly. “You don’t need to wait to finish the roof or the fence, Cillian. You need to leave. You’ve made the decision in your heart already. It’s time to go.”

      “But Carla...”

      Leaving her really is weighing on me. Maybe in some ways, she’s become my best friend, too.

      “Carla’s tough. Tougher than she knows herself,” Diego says. “She’ll understand. Maybe not right away, but in time.”

      I sit there for a moment and weigh what he’s saying. I wish I could poke holes in the argument.

      But he’s right.

      I made the decision in my heart a long time ago. And I’ve denied it and denied it and denied it.

      There’s no denying it anymore.

      It’s time to go home.

      “I’m gonna get my stuff together,” I say quietly. “And then I’ll find her before I… before I leave.”

      Diego nods.

      We finish our scotch and then I make my way to my room. It takes me only a few minutes to gather up my things. I don’t have much.

      When I’m done, I head back into the living room, where Diego’s clearing away the table.

      “Ready?” he asks.

      “As I’ll ever be.”

      He moves forward and offers me his hand. I take it, but then I use it to pull him forward, forcing a hug on him.

      “Did you really think you were gonna get away without a hug?” I ask.

      He clears his throat gruffly. “Okay, that’s enough.”

      “Kiss?”

      “Get outta here, pendejo.”

      Laughing, I give him a parting nod of thanks and head out of the house.

      The night outside is silent. I’ll miss Mexico, I think. It’s hot as hell and that doesn’t go too well with my Irish complexion, but I’ve mostly gotten used to the heat and the dryness and the dirt and the—

      Okay, well, maybe I don’t like Mexico all that much.

      But I’ll miss these people. They have good souls. They fixed me from nothing, from literal death.

      I owe them my life.

      The bus station is a couple miles away. I shoulder my pack and start the trek, happy to be alone with my thoughts.

      I get approximately three steps into the journey before a voice pierces the night.

      “Oye, culin!”

      Which means something along the lines of, Yo, butthead!

      I turn around to see Carla sitting on the roof, her legs dangling over the edge.

      “Who are you calling a butthead, butthead?” I demand. “And what are you doing on the roof? You could get hurt.”

      “Oh, since when do you care about that?” she snaps.

      She gives me a glare that’s meant to hide her tears and turns away pointedly, arms crossed in anger.

      “This is hard for me, too, kiddo,” I say softly.

      She sniffles. “If that were true, you wouldn’t be leaving.”

      “I have to leave. There’s some unfinished business I need to see through.”

      “You’re really going back to Ireland?”

      “After a quick pit stop… yes.”

      “It’s so far away.”

      “I know, but I’ve been gone too long. I have a family there. I have friends.”

      “A girlfriend?” she asks.

      I smile. “Not exactly.”

      Carla sighs. I see a single tear escape her right eye. “I don’t want you to leave, Poncho.”

      I smile at the old nickname. She only calls me that anymore when she’s feeling sentimental.

      “No, I don’t want to leave you either. But I gotta do this. I’ve been running too long. I’ve got to be brave now.”

      She turns her head from me again as Gaspar bounds up to from the backyard and licks my hand.

      “Will you come down here so I can give you a hug?” I ask hopefully.

      “No!” she retorts.

      I chuckle. “That’s fair,” I reply. “I’m gonna head off now. But I’ll keep in touch, okay?”

      She doesn’t say anything.

      “I love ya, Carlita. Be good to your papa.”

      Then I start the walk towards the mountain road. The town glimmers faintly in the distance like a jewel in the night.

      The air is warm. Balmy. My bag is light and my body feels good—or good enough for now. I’m sure I’ll be limping by the time I finish the walk. But I have to do this. I want to leave here on my own two feet.

      “Cillian!”

      I turn to see Carla standing high on the rooftop. The wind brushes through her hair. She looks fucking magnificent.

      “I love you, too,” she announces fiercely.

      I smile and shoot her a wink.

      Then I walk away, feeling a little lighter.

      I’m doing the right thing.

      I’m going back to where I belong.
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      It’s happening.

      It’s finally fucking happening.

      Twelve months since I made the choice to leave, I’m getting the hell out of this nightmare.

      The wind is biting as I make my way through the streets, pulling my black suitcase behind me.

      I’ve managed to squeeze a lifetime’s worth of memories into this one suitcase. I’m pretty proud of the accomplishment.

      I’d been forced to shed a lot, too, but it was unnecessary weight at this point.

      I feel good about my decisions.

      I feel good about the amount of money I’ve managed to save in the last year.

      I can feel it burning a hole in my pocket, but in only a few hours, I’ll be on a plane out of Ireland.

      Surely, I’ll start to feel safer then.

      Right?

      I checked to find a pawn shop open at all hours of the night. When I turn the corner, there it is—the Black Rook, looking just as grimy and inconspicuous as it had in the pictures online.

      I want a place that flies under the radar. This’ll do perfectly.

      I glance at my phone, but I know I don’t need to. No one’s going to miss me for hours.

      I took the day off from work and Tristan is currently passed out drunk on the sofa in the living room. He won’t be up for a while.

      Hopefully, when he does come to, I’ll be in the sky, headed towards a different life.

      I step into the pawn store and head straight to the counter.

      The man behind it is burly, bearded, and heavily tattooed.

      The mirrors on the ceiling offer a birds’ eye view of his weirdly shiny bald head. It’s a struggle not to keep gawking at the reflection as I slip the wedding ring from my finger and place it on the counter.

      The moment I’m no longer wearing it, I feel lighter.

      “How much can you give me for this?” I ask, trying to keep the excited tremor out of my voice.

      The guy takes the ring and examines it carefully. “Is this a genuine diamond?”

      “I was told it is.”

      “Small,” he comments with pursed lips.

      “The band is white gold.”

      “Whatever you can give me for it is fine.”

      I have enough money to start fresh. I don’t really need the money from this ring. It’s more a symbolic action on my part.

      “A hundred euros.”

      Okay, well, that’s a little insulting.

      “Seriously?” I ask, glaring at him. “Don’t rip me off here.”

      “Hundred and fifty, tops.”

      “Maybe I’ll go somewhere else,” I tell him.

      I extend my hand out for the ring, but he doesn’t give it back to me. He’s still looking down at it with interest.

      “It’s been inscribed.”

      I cringe, hoping he isn’t going to read the inscription out loud.

      “You belong to me,” he intones right on cue.

      I do my best to keep a straight face, although my insides are squirming from shame. “I’ll let it go for two hundred,” I mutter.

      “Bad split, huh?”

      “You could say that. Bad everything, really.”

      “You got a name?”

      I frown. “Doesn’t everyone?”

      He looks at me balefully, waiting for my answer. I’m starting to get a little nervous. A little more nervous, I should say.

      So, stupidly, I give him an honest answer.

      “Saoirse,” I say, but I catch myself at the very last second and substitute my married name with my maiden name. “Saoirse Connelly.”

      “Hm.”

      “I’m actually in kind of a hurry, so if you could…”

      “Fine, fine,” he concedes. “Two hundred then.” He pulls out some cash from the counter below and counts out two hundred in a handful filthy bills. “There you go.”

      “Thanks.”

      Then I get the hell out of there as fast as I can. I hail a cab, and I only allow myself to relax when I’m finally en route to the airport.

      The driver is a morose man who doesn’t look very friendly. But when he speaks, I realize his tone carries all the cheer that’s lacking in his face.

      “Airport, huh?” he asks merrily. “Where are you off to?”

      Where am I off to?

      It’s funny considering how long I’ve been planning this escape.

      Practically speaking, it’s been years. My whole life, even.

      But I suppose I can only really count the last twelve months. That’s when I started actively planning. When I started squirrelling away money, laying the foundation for my eventual disappearance.

      And through it all, had I really given much thought to where I would go?

      Not quite. Not consciously.

      But deep down, I had.

      I’ve heard rumors over the years. Rumors about where Cillian O’Sullivan disappeared to.

      I’ve heard he runs in the mafia circles of L.A. now. And part of me believes that.

      Which is why I’ve been thinking of America—but only in my dreams. Only when my higher brain can’t squash those little hopes that refuse to die.

      I tell myself there are other reasons. It’s a big country. There are plenty of little cracks where I can melt into the masses and be left alone. Be forgotten.

      Not that I expect Tristan to ever forget.

      Or for that matter, to forgive this betrayal.

      But I’m not after his forgiveness.

      “Hon?” the cab driver repeats. “You alright?”

      “Los Angeles,” I reply firmly. “I’m going to Los Angeles.”

      Just saying the words out loud makes me feel giddy.

      “Is that right?” he asks with an impressed whistle. “City of Angels. Very appropriate.”

      I smile at the compliment. It doesn’t feel skeezy in the slightest, which is rare for me.

      “Business or pleasure?” he inquires.

      “Both, I guess. I’m relocating.”

      He looks back at me with a frown. “You don’t have many bags for someone who’s relocating.”

      “Yeah, well, I like to travel light.”

      “You one of those kids that move from place to place?” he asks. “One of those nomad types?”

      I laugh at that one.

      Not least of all because he calls me a kid. I haven’t felt like one in so long that it’s kind of nice to hear it. Almost makes me feel like I’m changing already.

      “Not quite. I want to put roots down somewhere. I just need to find the perfect place to settle.”

      “And L.A. is it?”

      “Not necessarily,” I say, enjoying this conversation more than I thought I would. “But we’ll see. I’ve got the rest of my life to figure it out.”

      “You sound excited.”

      “I do, don’t I?” I say as frantic laughter escapes through my lips. It surprises even me. When was the last time I laughed like that about anything? A real, genuine, bursting-from-your-gut kind of laugh?

      I honestly can’t remember.

      “You got family out there?” he asks.

      “No, not quite.”

      “So leaving family behind then?”

      My elation dies down a little as my thoughts turn to Pa. I didn’t say goodbye to him. In fact, I didn’t give him any indication that I was leaving at all.

      It was the hardest decision I’ve had to make through this whole process. But it was necessary.

      If I had told Pa what I was doing, he would have blabbed to Tristan. That’s not a question. It’s a fact. He would have outed me. Not out of spite, but out of misplaced concern.

      But then, Pa’s never known what’s best for me.

      I’m the only one who’s ever known that. I’ve just never listened to my instincts.

      But that’s gonna change—starting right now.

      “Yes,” I reply. “My father’s here. But he’s being taken care of.”

      I posted the letter yesterday. It’ll be received by Dove Crest two days from now. It contains detailed instructions about Pa’s future and the care he is to receive, along with arrangements I’ve made to continue paying for his room at their facility no matter where I go.

      I’ve made it clear that the contents of my letter are not to be shared with anyone. And by that, of course, I mean Tristan.

      I may not be with him physically, but I want to make sure Pa’s being taken care of.

      It’s the only way I can justify leaving like this. The only way my conscience won’t prevent me from coming back at some point in the future.

      Because once I’m gone, I can’t ever come back. Not while Tristan is still drawing breath.

      And I already know he’s going to live forever. Men with black hearts and shriveled souls always do.

      “I’m sure he’s happy for you,” the cabbie tells me, and I jolt as I realize that I’m still in the middle of a conversation. “It’s right that kids should leave at some point. If you do your job right, your kids grow up and fly away.”

      I smile.

      If only I had a father who believed that.

      “Do you have kids?”

      “Five boys,” he replies proudly. “Always wanted a daughter, but it never happened for my wife and me.”

      “That’s a lot of testosterone,” I chuckle.

      He laughs. “It was chaos. My youngest is twenty-two now.”

      I want to ask more about his family, but I notice the airport coming into view. I lean forward and crane my neck a little so that I can get a better look.

      As I do, my heart starts pounding immediately.

      The conversation has distracted me from my nerves. But now they’re back in full force.

      The cabbie pulls up outside the departure terminal and I take a deep, steadying breath.

      “Good luck, young miss,” he tells me. “Hope you find your home in the States.”

      “Me, too,” I say. “Thanks for the ride.”

      I pay him with a generous tip and step out of the cab. My lungs fill with trepidation, but there’s excitement just beneath that.

      I can do this.

      Deep down, I’m still that fearless eighteen-year-old girl who fought back every chance she got.

      I’m still brave. I’m still a warrior.

      I have to be.
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      Artem shakes his head, trying to wrap his head around the story I’ve just told him.

      I’ve already been through it twice, but I know he needs more time to absorb it all.

      It’s not always easy to process your best friend returning from the dead.

      “You were fucking alive,” he marvels for the dozenth time. “The whole damn time, you were alive.”

      I take a swig of my half-empty drink and nod. “Yup. I watched Esme drag your fat ass into that vehicle,” I explain. “I made my peace with death. But apparently, life wasn’t done with me yet.”

      “Chertovski smeshno,” Artem mutters in Russian, reaching for his own beer.

      Fucking ridiculous.

      We’ve been cocooned in this room for the past few hours now. And despite the amount of alcohol we’ve consumed, neither one of us is close to being drunk.

      The stories we’re telling are pretty sobering, to be fair.

      “Pretty exciting, huh?” I say, flashing him a smile. “Bet you’re jealous.”

      “Of what, exactly?”

      “The adventures I’ve been on.”

      Artem narrows his dark eyes at me. “Are you referring to playing the part of farm boy for the better part of a year?” he asks.

      “Well, the way I told it was better, but sure, we can go with your version.”

      “Are you trying to insinuate that it was more exciting than me taking back the Bratva from my psychotic uncle?” His smile is twitching at the corner of his lips.

      “And probably more dangerous, too,” I add with a serious nod. “Have you ever tried milking a grumpy cow? Those bitches get feisty.”

      Artem guffaws with laughter. He’d never say it out loud, but he’s glad I’m back.

      Which only makes it harder to tell him what I’ve put off telling him for the last few hours.

      “Always knew you’d do it,” I say, letting sentimentality creep in a little. “The Bratva was only ever meant to yours.”

      Artem shrugs. “I guess I knew I could do it, too,” he says. “Just always assumed you’d be next to me when I did.”

      “Me, too,” I admit. “But you didn’t need me.”

      “Not true.”

      I cock my head to the side and look at him pointedly. “Let’s not pretend.”

      Artem smirks. “I should have figured you’d show up right when shit’s settled and the danger’s passed.”

      “You know me,” I laugh. “I always had great timing.”

      Artem shakes his head. I can still see the disbelief in his eyes when he looks at me. “Cillian fucking O’Sullivan,” he breathes. “Back from the dead.”

      I smile. It takes some effort to keep my expression casual.

      “So… I hear Kian’s still in town?”

      Artem’s expression irons out. “Yes. Your father really pulled through for the Bratva.”

      “Who woulda thought?”

      I’m surprised at the edge of bitterness in my tone. I’d thought enough time had passed to blunt the edge of all my resentment.

      But apparently, I thought wrong.

      “He will always have my gratitude,” Artem says carefully. “And my respect.”

      “Commanding respect was never his problem,” I retort. “He sent Kian?”

      “Yes.”

      I nod. “That’s significant. Kian’s his last remaining heir.”

      “Kian’s not the little boy you said goodbye to, Cillian.”

      “I never said goodbye to him at all,” I point out. “I wasn’t allowed to.”

      “Well, thankfully, it wasn’t goodbye after all. You have the chance to see your brother again.”

      I stiffen at the thought of seeing Kian. I have no idea what to expect, truthfully.

      “Where is he?”

      “Byrne’s.”

      “That little bastard would go straight to a pub,” I chuckle. “I taught him well.”

      “I can drive you over there.”

      “Boy, you have missed me, haven’t you?” I say, throwing him a wink.

      Artem rolls his eyes.

      “I appreciate it,” I say, clapping him on the shoulder. “But you go back to your wife. Tell Esme I miss her. I can do this myself.”

      He nods. “I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

      He stands up, and I mimic his movement. But what I have to say next doesn’t come so easily.

      “Artem…”

      He catches the tilt of my tone and looks at me with a frown. “What is it?”

      “The last year… It’s been a transformative one for me,” I tell him. “I realized something during my recovery. I’ve always felt like I was chased out of Ireland. But maybe… Maybe the opposite is true. Maybe I ran.”

      “What are you trying to say?”

      “I’m saying that I think I need to go back home,” I say. “I have unfinished business there I ought to sort out.”

      Artem stares at me for a moment, trying to decide whether to argue with me or just support me without question.

      In the end, he splits the difference. “You’re sure about this?” he asks softly.

      “I’m sure.”

      He sighs. “Alright then.”

      We move in for a hug. Artem slaps me hard on the back. “You better come back at some point,” he tells me. “I need my right-hand man.”

      “You did fine without me,” I point out.

      Artem shrugs. “Yeah, well, there was no one to distract or annoy me, so what do you expect?”

      I burst out laughing and we head out of the room together. As we make our way downstairs, he hands me the keys to his Wrangler.

      “You never let me drive the beast,” I say in surprise.

      “Some things change.”

      “Most of them stay the same, though.” I smile. “You really did miss me.”

      “Shut up, you sentimental bastard.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It takes me half an hour to get to Byrne’s, and then another fifteen minutes to get to the bar amidst the throng of people crowding up the place.

      But I recognize Kian immediately.

      And I freeze for a moment, just to take him in.

      My little brother.

      He certainly isn’t little anymore.

      He must be at least six-three and filled out with lean muscle. That ruffled brown hair looks exactly the same as it did when he was a boy. But the lines in his shoulders and back show the shape of a man.

      He must sense someone watching him. He turns and catches sight of me.

      His eyes spark with recognition, but they don’t betray anything else.

      Just like Da’s. Only dark mysteries swirling in his irises.

      I sidle forward and take the empty barstool next to him. “Hey, kid. Fancy running into you here.”

      Kian smiles. The smile reminds me of Sean—on those rare occasions where he wasn’t glowering or grimacing or frowning at everything under the sun.

      “You look like Ma,” Kian says.

      “You look like Da.”

      He scoffs. “Insults right off the bat, eh?”

      I smirk. So he’s funny, too.

      I’m thankful for that. You can’t get through life—particular the mafia life—without a sense of humor.

      “I never believed Artem when he said you were dead,” Kian informs me softly.

      “He believed it.”

      “But I didn’t,” Kian fires back. “Call it brother’s intuition. I always knew I’d see you again.”

      “Who told you?”

      “That you were alive?” Kian asks. “I was informed the moment you barged in on Artem’s meeting. The clan has its way of getting information.”

      He talks like a man who knows what he’s doing.

      He’s got confidence. An easy swagger about him.

      I shake my head, trying to reconcile the image of the ten-year-old in my head with the man sitting in front of me now.

      “You’re imagining me playing with train sets, aren’t you?” Kian asks with a knowing smile.

      I laugh. “Actually, I was just thinking that you’re almost as pretty as I am, you little fucker.”

      Kian snorts and waves the bartender over. “Two pints for my brother and me,” he orders. “And keep ‘em coming!”

      I’ve already consumed my fair share of alcohol tonight, but I’m not about to turn down a drink with my kid brother. Especially not after thirteen years of absence.

      “Well?” Kian asks, turning back to me. “You’re back from the dead. What’s the plan now, big bro?”

      “What makes you think I have one?”

      Kian’s expression turns serious. “You didn’t come back for nothing.”

      The bartender plunks down two large pints in front of us. I accept mine gratefully and pass the other to Kian.

      “Da doesn’t want me back,” I point out, pulling one of the beers towards me.

      “Fuck Da and what he wants,” Kian says. “He doesn’t always know what’s right.”

      I smile. “We can agree on that. How is the old tyrant?”

      “He hasn’t aged a fucking day.”

      “Not surprised.”

      “I think he may be a vampire.”

      “Again, not surprised.”

      Kian laughs. “He never talks about you or Sean,” he admits, his laugh dying slowly. “If anyone mentions either one of you, he gets this look on his face. It’s fucking terrifying.”

      “Is this your way of trying to convince me to come back?” I ask. “Or are you trying to warn me to stay away?”

      “My point,” Kian presses on, “is that Da wouldn’t have such a strong reaction if he didn’t still care.”

      I shake my head. “Sean and I embarrassed him. Disappointed him. He’s never going to forgive us for that.”

      “He’ll come around.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “You think so?”

      Kian shrugs. “Vampire or not, no one lives forever,” he says. “The future of the clan is up in the air.”

      I frown. “No, it’s not. He has his heir,” I say, gesturing towards Kian. “And a perfect one at that.”

      Kian shakes his head, his brows knitting together.

      I recognize that look. I’d experienced that feeling for several days when I thought I was going to be the next O’Sullivan don.

      “I’m not perfect at anything,” Kian says. “And even if I was, I doubt it would matter.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The clan’s power has faded in recent years, Cillian,” Kian admits. “Brian Murtagh controls the entire city now. Which means the Kinahans are practically untouchable. Da still has his fair share of influence, but he’s in a precarious position.”

      I frown and try to process that. The names he’s saying—Murtagh, Kinahan—are dusty from disuse. But it’s not hard to remember the nasty taste they leave on my tongue.

      “Tensions are boiling over between the O’Sullivan clan and the Kinahans,” Kian continues. “And if it comes to an all-out war… I’m not sure we can win.”

      I haven’t been part of the politics for thirteen years. And yet, one conversation is all it takes to find myself being drawn back in. As though I’d never left.

      “I can’t do it alone, brother,” Kian says. “Come back to Dublin with me.”

      I stare at him.

      His eyes are blue, of course. A little darker than mine, but identical to Da’s.

      But where Da’s eyes are cold and unfeeling, Kian’s have elements that are warm and inviting. He has all the best parts of Ma and all the best parts of Da.

      Maybe he has the better parts of me, too.

      “I’ll come back with you,” I say carefully, “on one condition.”

      Kian raises his eyebrows. “Oh?”

      “Will you forgive me?” I ask. “For leaving without so much as a goodbye?”

      It’s clear Kian isn’t expecting that. He holds my gaze for a moment.

      Unreadable. Dark. Stormy.

      And then a small smile spreads across his face.

      “I’ll admit—I was pretty fucking pissed for a long time,” he says. “Then, when I got older, I got the whole story out of Ma.”

      “And?”

      “And I understood,” Kian says simply. “I would have done the same damn thing in your place.”

      I smile. “Where’ve you been all my life?”

      Kian laughs. “Back in Dublin, waiting for you,” he says, clapping me on the back.

      We clank our beer mugs together and drink.

      “I have a question,” Kian asks after we’ve had our fill.

      “Fire away.”

      “Do you still think about her?” he asks.

      He doesn’t need to clarify who he’s talking about. I tense for a moment, and I have no doubt the reaction’s not lost on Kian.

      “Yes,” I admit quietly.

      “How much does this trip back to Dublin have to do with her?”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “What exactly are you asking?”

      “I’m just saying,” Kian says with a casual shrug, “it was pretty easy convincing you to come back home.”

      I laugh. “You’re too fucking smart for your own good.”

      “I’ve had to be,” he replies, “to survive living alone with our control freak parents.”

      “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” I breathe with a shudder.

      “You haven’t answered my question.”

      “Finish drinking your beer, you little shit,” I reply. “You may be the future don, but I’m still your fucking big brother.”

      Laughing, Kian shakes his head. “And I thought you were coming back because you missed me.”

      Yeah. Definitely too fucking smart for his own good.
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          The Dublin Airport

        

      

    

    
      I head into the airport, my skin crawling with unease. Security is everywhere, and every time I see a man in uniform, I clam up instantly.

      My palms are sweaty as I walk through to the ticket counter. I could have bought the ticket online far in advance, but I didn’t want to risk Tristan finding a clue that might lead him to my escape plan.

      I’ve been careful, but there’s a nagging in the back of my head that’s telling me I can’t relax.

      Not yet.

      It’s almost my turn at the counter when I feel eyes on me.

      I turn subtly and try to suss out the person looking at me, but I don’t notice anyone.

      You’re being paranoid, Saoirse, I scold myself. Just relax. No one knows who you are.

      “Next up!”

      I shake myself back to reality, plaster a normal, innocuous smile on my face, and step up to the counter.

      The woman sitting on the other side is a blond wearing ruby red lipstick that makes her look like she belongs in the 1920s.

      “Hi,” I say. “One-way ticket to Los Angeles, please.”

      I’d checked flights on my phone right before leaving the house. I know there are available seats. Last-minute tickets are expensive, but it’s not like I’m about to rent a canoe and paddle my way to America.

      A voice sounds somewhere in the distance, so soft I almost miss it. “Saoirse…”

      I freeze. Whirl around. No one’s looking at me.

      I clamp my hands together and turn back to the woman behind the desk. “Sorry—what did you say?”

      She gives me an odd look. “I said, ‘Can you repeat that?’”

      Something feels deadly wrong. My instincts are screaming at me to get out of line. Abandon this plan. I’ve been found out.

      Because I know that voice.

      I recognize it.

      Somehow, he’s found me.

      “Ma’am?”

      I stare at her bright red lips, but I barely see the woman attached to them anymore. Just a pair of lips. Disembodied. Saying things that make no sense, no sense at all…

      And in the distance, the voice again: “Saoirse…”

      This time, there’s no doubt in my mind.

      Tristan is here.

      He’s found me.

      But how?

      I was so damn careful. I covered my tracks. I left nothing that could’ve given me away.

      But he has eyes everywhere. The Kinahans are everywhere. Maybe I was a fool to think that escaping him was ever a realistic option.

      Still—now that I’ve decided to run, I can’t face the thought of being dragged back to that house. To that life.

      “Ma’am, are you alright?” the lips are saying.

      I don’t bother answering. I turn and run.

      “Ma’am! Ma’am!”

      I don’t turn back. I start weaving through the crowd, my feet digging into the ground hard.

      I know there’s no way I’m getting out of the country now. Not today, at least.

      But maybe I can hide out somewhere in Dublin. Maybe I can disappear into the city and find another way to leave. Surely, this isn’t the end for me?

      More and more people are looking my way.

      I’m on their radar. Everyone’s radar, apparently.

      A couple of airport security guards start taking notice, too.

      “Hey, you!” someone barks.

      I spy the exit doors up ahead. Maybe I can grab a cab out of here. Or steal a car if I have to. The thought feels foreign, but I can feel my resolve solidify.

      I’m not gonna let him take me back.

      I’m going to fight.

      I burst through the doors, back out into the Dublin air. The dawn is just barely peeking over the horizon in the distance.

      “Stop her!” someone screams.

      I don’t even have the chance to sprint towards one of the cabs waiting outside the airport for a hire before someone grabs my arm.

      Another police officer seems to materialize in front of me an instant later.

      “No!” I scream. “Let me go!”

      “Calm down, ma’am. It’ll go easier for you if you stop fighting.”

      It’s a portly man in an airport security uniform who’s gotten hold of me. More of his colleagues keep appearing with every passing second. They all look harsh, suspicious.

      This one, though, has kind eyes, rheumy and gentle.

      “Please,” I beg him. “He’ll kill me.”

      Worry flits across his face and his grip softens. Just barely—but it’s enough.

      I take the opportunity to wrench away from his grasp.

      I turn, start to run—

      And slam straight into Tristan.

      His eyes are narrowed and bloodshot.

      And furious.

      How the hell is he here? He’d been piss drunk when I snuck out of the house in the dead of the night.

      His hand seizes around my wrist and he pulls me to him. “You thought you could run?” he asks, leaning down to whisper in my ear. “You little fucking whore. Did you forget? Did you forget what you are?”

      My heart is thundering so hard against my ribcage that I can barely breathe. My eyes look past Tristan’s shoulder to the cars queuing up outside the airport. Dozens of pairs of eyes, all watching in shock and horror—and not a damn one of them lifting so much as a finger to intervene.

      “You belong to me, whore.”

      The doors of the airport slide open. A new batch of people spill out onto the sidewalk.

      I catch a glimpse of blond hair bobbing above the crowd.

      Old habit kicks in. My eyes zero in on the man stepping out of the airport.

      And I go still.

      Because for the first time in as long as I can remember, I’m searching a crowd for that familiar smile…

      And I’m finding it.

      Tristan’s still talking in my ear, but I can no longer hear him.

      The man who’s just walked out of the airport is the fucking spitting image of Cillian.

      Older, yes.

      But then, Cillian himself would be older, wouldn’t he?

      Thirteen years have passed. The boy I knew would have turned into a man.

      A man very, very much like the one who’s standing a few feet away from me right now.

      Tristan’s breath scorches at my ears, but for once, I don’t care.

      I need a closer look. I need this maybe-Cillian to make eye contact with me.

      If only to confirm what I know in my heart to be true.

      That it is him.

      This is Cillian. It has to be.

      Look at me! Cillian, please… Just look at me.

      I say it in my head because Tristan has his hand tight around my throat and I can barely breathe, much less scream.

      But it’s as if maybe-Cillian hears me loud and clear all the same.

      Because he turns.

      His eyes meet mine.

      Light blue eyes, like the Irish sky right after a heavy rain. I feel the breath leave my body as recognition startles through me so fast that I seize up.

      It’s him.

      There’s no denying it.

      Cillian O’Sullivan is back in Ireland.

      A ripple of familiarity races through his eyes. I expect him to move towards me. To save me the way I’ve spent every night dreaming about for thirteen long years.

      It’s a storybook ending I couldn’t have scripted if I tried. Right as my attempt to free myself from my nightmare fails, here comes the boy I’ve dreamed of to swoop me away and slay the beast.

      He’s going to do it. He’s going to rescue me. I can feel it in my bones.

      A smile—a stupid, dreamy smile, but goddamn it feels so good—spreads across my face. Warmth surges through my body and I couldn’t possibly care any less about Tristan anymore.

      It’s over.

      All this shit is over.

      The blue-eyed boy and I are going to have the house we dreamed of soon—with chickens and cows and bees and love—and everything is going to be okay; everything is going to be beautiful and free of pain; everything is going to—

      Then, at the last second, Cillian averts his gaze.

      And Tristan wrenches my face right into his.

      No.

      No.

      No.

      This can’t be happening.

      “You fucking slut,” he snarls, breath wreathed with the stench of stale beer. “I have friends all over this fucking city. Did you really think you could just sell the fucking ring I gave you and it would go unnoticed?”

      The pawn shop owner.

      Of course.

      That’s who gave me away.

      Tristan shoves me into the arms of one of the waiting cops. “Cuff her,” he orders.

      Startled, I try to flail. But there’s no escape route available anymore. Two cops converge around me and suddenly, my hands are being bound together behind my back.

      I don’t protest. I’m too busy looking for Cillian.

      But he’s disappeared into the throng of people, not one of whom even bothers to meet my eyes anymore. As if the shittiness of my life is contagious and they’ll contract it if they look too hard for too long.

      Just before I’m forced into the back of the cop car, Tristan grabs my face and twists it close to his again.

      “There’s going to be consequences for this, my little whore,” he promises me in a violent hiss. “You’re going to rot in jail for the next few days. And while you’re there, I’m going to loan you out. Anyone who wants to can have a turn on you. Any man in blue. Hell, I’ll let a couple of the prisoners get a go as well.”

      I look past him, still searching.

      I was a fool to think he’d remember me.

      But I know one thing for certain now. Something I’ve always questioned, because life has a habit of turning dreamers into cynics.

      It tells us that something can’t possibly be sincere if it happens too fast.

      Or too young.

      Or too suddenly.

      But now, I know.

      Seeing him again after thirteen years has made it clear.

      I fell in love with Cillian O’Sullivan thirteen years ago.

      I never stopped loving him.

      I never forgot him.

      The question is…

      Did he forget me?
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      I’m here. I’m back.

      The flight back to Dublin was fraught with a whirlwind of emotions. I’d done this before, of course, when I left Ireland for the first time. Some of it felt the same, but in reverse.

      Unlike that first flight, though, I didn’t sleep for so much as a second. My mind stayed awake and active the entire time.

      I thought about my parents a lot. About Ma and Da, ensconced in the O’Sullivan Manor without so much as a clue that I’m about to arrive on their doorstep.

      But the person who most dominated my thoughts was her.

      Saoirse Connelly.

      I’ve purposefully refrained from asking Kian about her. I have a feeling he knows more than he’s letting on, but I decided I’d rather find out for myself.

      Of course, I enter Dublin under the guise of a new identity.

      Kian and I made sure to travel separately so that we’re not immediately linked together.

      The Kinahans are everywhere and we didn’t want them tipped off about my presence sooner than they needed to be.

      Come to think of it, we didn’t want Da tipped off sooner than he needed to be, either.

      Airport security waves me through with no problems. Once I clear customs, I find myself walking towards the sliding doors.

      One last barrier between me and the city I was born and raised in.

      My heart expands as I step through into the balmy Irish sunrise.

      I close my eyes for a moment. Breathe in the air.

      It fucking feels different here.

      This is the return I was hoping for. This is the salvation I needed. This is the—

      “Oi!”

      “Ma’am!”

      “Stop her!”

      “Get back here!”

      A cacophony of voices explodes, ruining my feel-good moment.

      I open my eyes.

      And then I sense a commotion occurring only a few feet away from me. There’s a group of cops converging on the scene.

      I stiffen and blanch—Did the Kinahans know I was coming?

      But then I realize that no one’s paying me any attention. All the cops, the pedestrians, everyone is staring at the woman in the middle of all the chaos.

      And that woman?

      She’s looking right at me.

      Clear blue eyes. Wild red hair. A tight, fiery clench to her jaw.

      No.

      No fucking way.

      It can’t be.

      I close my eyes again and turn away.

      It’s not her. It can’t be. The coincidence is too insane to be real.

      I spent the entire flight thinking about her. It makes sense that my mind has manifested a mirage of her to taunt me as I step foot on Irish soil.

      When I look back up again, I see a redheaded woman being put into the back seat of a cop car.

      She’s cuffed and rigid with tension. Her back is to me, so I can’t see her face.

      She looks so much like the first and only girl I’d ever loved.

      But it’s not her. No fucking chance.

      Why would Saoirse be getting cuffed and thrown into a cop car like some goddamn criminal?

      I swallow the burning need to move forward, to peer into the car, and catch a glimpse of her face. Mostly to prove to myself that it’s all in my head.

      Instead, I turn and walk away.
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        * * *

      

      The car’s waiting just outside the airport.

      Kian’s already in the back seat when I slip in beside him.

      I don’t recognize the driver. But then again, I’ve been gone a long time.

      I do notice how he glances at me every few seconds, though. I can practically see the gleam of curiosity in his eyes.

      The prodigal son returns. It’s newsworthy, I suppose.

      “Home,” Kian says at the exact same time I say, “The Free Canary.”

      “The Free fucking Canary?” Kian asks, looking at me as though I’ve gone completely mad. “Seriously?”

      “Just a quick pit stop,” I explain. “I need a drink.”

      “We have a fully stocked wine cellar and several bars all over the manor,” Kian points out. “And Ireland hasn’t run out of liquor since you left home, believe it or not.”

      “Come on, kid,” I argue. “I’ve been away thirteen fucking years. Give me a chance to adjust. Before going back… there.”

      The fight goes out of Kian’s eyes as he eyes me cautiously.

      “Fuck,” he groans under his breath. “You asshole.”

      I grin. “Atta boy.”

      “We’re only staying for one drink,” Kian tells me. “That’s it.”

      “Yes, sir,” I reply, saluting him dramatically. “You’ve really fallen into your role, eh?”

      “Bite me, wanker.”

      I smirk as we roll down the streets of Dublin. I stare out the window, trying to soak it all in.

      There are many things that have changed. Many things that have stayed the same.

      I feel a little tug of irritation and regret every time I see a new building, a new sign, an up-and-coming apartment building. As if none of this should have happened without my explicit permission.

      But I take comfort in the stuff that’s still exactly how I remember it.

      The old pubs. The gardens dotted amidst the concrete jungle. The people.

      “I can’t believe we’re going back to the scene of the fucking crime,” Kian says, shaking his head in disbelief.

      “No one will expect me to ever go back there,” I reason. “We’ll be safe.”

      “You were always a fucking dreamer.”

      I twist my neck towards him. “Careful,” I say. “You’re starting to sound like Da, too.”

      “Fuck you, mate.”

      I smirk. “I tell you the truth because I love you.”

      “Is that so?” he drawls. “Well, allow me to return the favor. You want to go back to the Free Canary because it’s the last place you were truly happy.”

      I freeze with the shock of his words.

      They’re so fucking true that it actually takes me by surprise.

      “Yeah,” Kian replies with a curt nod. “I know things.” His voice is dark. Guarded. But his eyes are searching my face for confirmation.

      “How?”

      Kian shrugs. “I’m good at reading people. And I’ve had years to analyze what happened that night. Years trying to dissect that incident, to try and figure out why you did what you did.”

      “Was it worth it?”

      I try to figure out if there’s bitterness in his tone, but if there is, I can’t hear it.

      I don’t have to think about my answer, though. “Yes. It was worth it.”

      Kian nods. “She must have been something.”

      “She was fucking everything.”

      We fall into a restless silence after that.

      I can sense the fast-moving twist of Kian’s thoughts. He reminds me of so many people at once. He reminds me of Ma on her good days. Da on his bad ones.

      He reminds me of Sean when he was happy.
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        * * *

      

      When we get to The Free Canary, it’s as if we’ve gone back in time. I start to feel like that eighteen-year-old kid again, poised for the adventure of a lifetime.

      Of course, the adventure had turned into a nightmare.

      But that’s the risk you take when you decide you want excitement.

      The alternative is boredom.

      And I’ve never signed up for that.

      Kian doesn’t leave me a lot of room to walk in slowly, to take it all in like I want to. He marches me into the building, up the stairs, and to the bar.

      Looks a hell of a lot worse than I remember. My patronage must’ve really been keeping the place afloat back in the day.

      It’s pretty fucking early, though, so the bar is quiet, mostly empty.

      Just a couple of drunks in the back booth and one lone bartender manning the fort. The guy’s got a full ginger beard and ranging eyes that stare a little too hard and linger a little too long.

      “You two starting early today?” he asks in a strong brogue.

      I’m acutely aware that my accent has faded hard with time. I’ve never been embarrassed of that until right now.

      “Two pints,” I say instead of answering the question.

      “And make it fast,” Kian adds.

      “Jesus. When did you get to be so fucking uptight?” I demand.

      Kian doesn’t betray a thing he’s thinking. “Around the time my two older brothers took off without a backward glance and left me to deal with the shit that was meant to be their responsibility.”

      Well, shit. Fair is fair.

      From a certain angle, there’s a lightness in him that reminds me of myself.

      But that last statement betrayed a brooding storm that’s pure Sean.

      Maybe I’ve been naïve to assume that Kian just understood things implicitly. He was only ten when I left. When Sean left, too.

      Neither one of us gave him the goodbye he deserved.

      Neither one of us gave him a goddamn thing, actually.

      And I highly doubt that Da held his hand through what must have been a harsh transition.

      As for Ma, there’s no telling what she might’ve done. She could be compassionate. She could be patient. Even kind.

      But her softness was short-lived, and her moments of tenderness were fleeting. Which meant she rarely tolerated it in others.

      In that way, my parents are perfect for each other. Probably why their marriage has lasted as long as it has.

      “There were many backward glances, Kian,” I tell him gently. “Many.”

      “If you’re gonna tell me you had no choice, then save it,” he says, taking a sip of his beer with forced detachment. “I don’t need to hear it.”

      “I didn’t want to leave Ireland.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Spare me.”

      “I thought you understood.”

      “Doesn’t mean I wasn’t mad,” he replies. “Doesn’t mean I’m not still mad.”

      “At which part?” I ask. “Losing your brothers? Or becoming the heir?”

      “Both. All of it,” Kian acknowledges.

      “You’re better suited to it than Sean or I ever were.”

      “No. No, fuck you, you don’t get to do that,” Kian snaps. “I’ve got enough riding on my shoulders without you adding pressure. The two of you got to leave. But I don’t have that option. I’m all Da has now.”

      I can feel the frustration emanating off him in waves.

      “Except you do have an option,” I remind him. “Da can’t control you.”

      Kian looks at me. And that one look tells me a lot.

      It tells me he’s grown up fast and hard.

      He’s a hardened man who never had the chance to be a boy.

      “That option involves disappointing our parents,” he replies. “And I can’t do that. They’ve lost too many children already.”

      And there it is.

      The one thing that sets him apart from our father. He’s got the classic steel-edged toughness—but it’s tempered with compassion.

      “I’m proud of you, Kian,” I tell him, putting my hand on his shoulder.

      He seems uncomfortable with the contact, but he doesn’t shake me off.
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        * * *

      

      We linger for a while, even though it makes Kian wildly uncomfortable. But I’m content to sit here and soak in the memories.

      The sun is high in the sky by the time he finally insists on us leaving.

      “We should get going,” he mutters.

      “Fine, you stuffy bastard.” I glance towards the bartender to ask for the bill, only to realize that he’s already looking straight at me.

      How long has he been watching us?

      How long has he been listening?

      “You sure you two don’t want another round?” he asks.

      “Positive,” Kian says firmly, tossing a few bills on the bar top and heading for the door.

      I take in the bartender’s surly appearance. Something’s not right about him, but I chalk that up to the unfamiliarity.

      All the people of my past are gone.

      “Do you know a Gabe Atkins?” I ask him suddenly.

      “No. Should I?”

      “He used to work here,” I explain. “About thirteen years ago.”

      “I started only five years back,” he replies. “Never heard of a Gabe anybody.”

      “Right.” I nod. “Cheers then, mate.”

      I leave and follow Kian back outside where the car’s waiting for us. There’s no avoiding the inevitable any longer.

      It’s time to go back home.

      “Has it changed much?” I ask. I don’t have to explain what I’m talking about.

      Kian shrugs. “It’s been updated, I suppose,” he replies. “You know Da likes to renovate, keep shit modern. His office is the same, though. Time can’t touch that place.”

      “How about our parents themselves?” I ask. “Have they changed much?”

      Kian smirks. “What do you think?”

      We leave it at that.
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      I make the driver take the long way through the city. Kian’s not happy about it, but he indulges me. I stare out the window and drink up the sights I’ve missed down to my bones.

      It’s like I can’t get enough of it. I’m drinking sensations of home through a firehouse and still I want more, more, more.

      Soon enough, though, the city peters out. Offices turn into homes, and homes turn into private estates. We wind deeper into the outskirts, leaving Dublin proper behind…

      Until the Manor rears up through the windshield.

      When we get to the gates of the property, I sit up a little straighter and push down my nerves.

      At first glance, everything looks exactly the same.

      Granite exteriors, private driveway to the main entrance of the rotunda, loads of floor-to-ceiling French doors that spill out directly into the gardens surrounding the building.

      But I do spot differences. They’re small, but enough to remind me that this is no longer my home.

      It’s changed in my absence.

      So have I.

      The moment the car stops, Kian and I get out through the opposite doors. I start to go straight for the main entrance, but then I stop short and wait for Kian to do the honors.

      The doors creak open. As huge and heavy as they’ve always been. I step onto the solid oak boards of the entryway and take a deep breath.

      “Welcome back, Master Cillian.”

      Fuck.

      That voice.

      I turn to find Quinn standing in the arched canopy entrance that leads to the kitchen. He’s dressed in the exact same butler’s blacks that he was wearing the last time I saw him more than a decade ago.

      He looks the same, too. Maybe a little greyer around the temples. A few more lines around the eyes.

      But otherwise, ageless.

      It creeps me the fuck out.

      “Well fuck me, if it isn’t Quinn O’Keefe!” I say, moving forward and grabbing his hand even though he hasn’t offered it to me. “Forget Da, Kian. We’ve got our fucking vampire right here. You haven’t aged a day.”

      “I respectfully disagree, sir,” Quinn murmurs with a wry smile.

      I slap him on the back and for a moment, I think he’s going to break rather than allow himself to bend. “It’s good to see you, old man.”

      Quinn gives me a stiff smile that very nearly touches his eyes. It’s the most warmth I’ve ever seen from him. “And you, sir.”

      “Missed me?”

      “Desperately,” he drawls.

      “You cupcake!” I laugh. “Look at you. You’re practically crying. I always knew you were a sentimental old goat.”

      “Such flattery.” His tone is desert dry, but it only makes me laugh all the harder.

      I smirk. “You wanna give me a tour of the place? We can start in the wine—”

      “Cillian.”

      I turn to Kian, who’s looking at me with a knowing smile on his face. “We can tour the whole fucking manor in all its detailed glory. But you’ll still have to face Ma and Da at the end of it.”

      I grit my teeth but keep the smile on my face.

      I’m not gonna go racing up to Da like the eighteen-year-old brat he no doubt still thinks I am.

      No, I’ve lived many lives since I left Dublin. I’m a different man now.

      He hurled me from the only life I knew, but I built one elsewhere. The scars I wear now were earned the hard way.

      He will not intimidate me.

      “As you wish, brother. Let’s go see the old bastard.”
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      Kian leads me down the lit hallway that snakes towards the dining room. I can see the light peep through from the thin slit at the bottom of the oak door.

      He gestures for me to lead the way. With a grit of my teeth, I shove through the door.

      The space is just as large and intimidating as I remember it. Chandeliers dripping from the ceiling, glass doors framing the gardens beyond, ice-cold modern art hung from the walls.

      But the sprawling marble dining table takes center stage.

      And at the head of that table is my father.

      Ma’s standing at his right shoulder. They’re so perfectly placed that it almost looks rehearsed. As though they’re posing for an oil painting and I’ve just barged in and interrupted the process.

      For a second, I think Kian has called ahead and informed them that I’m coming with him.

      Then Ma’s eyes go wide as they fall on me and I know Kian hasn’t breathed a word.

      “Cillian?” she breathes.

      “Hey, Ma,” I say, giving her the crooked smile she used to love when I was a boy. “Just as beautiful as I remember.”

      I’m not lying, either. Ma has always been beautiful. It’s a different kind of beauty, though. Pared-back. Glacial. Austere.

      “My son,” she murmurs as she steps forward.

      And then Da raises his hand, and she stops as surely as if he’d yanked on an invisible leash. Her eyes flutter to him. The sentimentality washes off her features.

      Leave it to my father to spoil the reunion.

      “Da,” I say coldly. I take another step closer, even as Kian falls back.

      I’m not about to ask permission to approach. And I’m certainly not about to fall in line like everyone else around him.

      That respect was owed to him by the people who called him their don.

      He’s not that to me. Not anymore.

      “What are you doing in my house?” Da asks, his cold blue eyes boring into mine.

      I can see him watching me, taking in every little change that the last thirteen years have wrought on my face and body.

      The scars.

      The muscle.

      The posture of pride I’ve earned day in and day out working for the Kovalyov Bratva.

      I shrug. “Was in the neighborhood. Thought I’d drop by. Not much in the way of a warm welcome, though. I’m beginning to think you’re not happy to see me.”

      Da says nothing.

      I slump into the seat closest to him. I rest my elbow against the table and cross my ankle over my knee casually.

      “No, no, don’t get up,” I say with a flippant toss of my hands. “I’ll make myself at home.”

      Da grimaces. “You haven’t changed.”

      I meet his eyes, the corners of my mouth turning up ever-so-slightly.

      “On the contrary, Father, I’ve changed quite a bit,” I say icily. “You want me to fill you in on the last thirteen years?”

      “You were a fool to come back,” he bites, his eyes darting past me to Kian. “And you were a fool to bring him.”

      My little brother stiffens noticeably. It makes my jaw twitch with anger.

      “From what I’ve heard, it sounds like you could use some help around here,” I interject.

      Da looks back at me with mild interest. “Is that right?”

      “The Kinahans are closing in,” I say. “You need all hands on deck.”

      “That is not your concern,” he says. I can see the simmering fury behind those calm blue eyes. “You are no longer clan.”

      I lean in a little. “Wrong. I am and always will be an O’Sullivan,” I murmur. “You can’t kick me out any more than you can drain the blood from my veins.”

      “I think you’ll find that’s exactly how this works. I am the don.”

      I shrug and slouch back. “I’ve survived gun fights, knife fights, ambushes. I’ve cheated death again and again. I think I can handle one old man’s ego.”

      “Cillian!” Ma’s voice slices through. “Respect your father.”

      “I have respect in spades,” I say without taking my eyes off Da. “Doesn’t mean I’m going to agree with you.”

      Kian clears his throat, clearly trying to help me out. “Ma, I’m starved.”

      “Both of you must be,” she says, jumping on the trivial topic. “Dinner is in an hour. Quinn will show you to your room, Cillian.”

      I look at Da, who’s said nothing. He refuses to even meet my eyes. “Sounds lovely, Ma,” I remark. “Can’t wait to have the fam breaking bread together again.”
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      An hour later, after I’ve showered and changed, I come back downstairs. The sun is setting in the gardens beyond the glass. Night will be here soon.

      Da is where I left him. I wonder if he’s moved a muscle, though it’s impossible to say—he has thirty or forty pairs of the same crisp white shirt so there’s no telling if he showered and changed or not.

      “Just you and me for dinner, eh?” I say. “This’ll be a lively conversation, I’m sure.”

      He’s still staring holes in the surface of the table a few inches away from where his folded hands rest.

      For a moment, I think he’s going to ignore me.

      Then he says, “Your brother is helping your mother and Fiona in the kitchen.”

      I haul a chair out and relax into it. “Very well then. I’ll just sit here and be silent.”

      He grunts in response.

      True to my word, I do just that. Look around at the dining room, the table, my hands, the gardens. Nothing feels quite real. Like it’s all some bizarre, lifelike dream.

      That effect doubles down when I feel Da’s gaze shift onto me. It’s a physical sensation, like the air in the room has dropped ten or twelve degrees.

      I meet his gaze. Those eyes have intimidated many a man.

      I refuse to let them intimidate me.

      “You look like a man,” Da begins.

      Is the old son of a bitch getting soft on me? It almost sounds like a compliment.

      “But,” he adds, “looking and being are two different things.”

      Ah. There it is. Back on track.

      “You have learned nothing in the time you’ve been away,” he says. “I had hoped for more.”

      I laugh scornfully. “Well, let me just say, I’m an hour into this little visit and really enjoying how things are going.  Can’t wait to continue impressing you.”

      “That’s all I’ve ever needed to take in the measure of a man,” he replies dryly. “And you are still a boy.”

      “Why?” I ask. “Because I don’t brood around like you?”

      “No. Because you think life is a game.”

      “Maybe it is.”

      Da growls low and slams his fist down on the table. His nostrils flare with rage.

      But it’s over as soon as it happened. He regains composure. Adjusts his cuffs and slicks back his hair.

      “What has Kian told you about everything?” he says coolly.

      “Enough,” I answer. “Enough for me to guess the rest of it. You’re in trouble.”

      “There’s a lot you don’t know,” Da replies. “In fact, there’s a lot that Kian still doesn’t know.”

      “Fill us in then, why don’t—”

      BANG!

      Before I can even finish my sentence, the kitchen door is thrown open violently.

      I’m on my feet immediately.

      I see Ma first. She’s being shoved back into the room—with a gun pressed into the back of her head.

      The man standing behind her is in full tactical gear. A mask covers his features, but I can see the deadly glint in his dark eyes.

      A moment after, Kian is marched into the room in the same fashion as Ma. Both look calm, but I can see the tension in their arms and the rigidity of their postures.

      More men pour in after the first pair.

      They’re all armed and dressed the same. All masked. All bristling with violence.

      I don’t have to ask to know who they are.

      Apparently, my real welcome party has arrived.
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      The soldiers part and the man in charges steps forward. Unlike the others, his face is unmasked and his eyes are triumphant as he glances at each of us.

      “Ronan O’Sullivan. Sinead O’Sullivan,” he says. “You’re under arrest.”

      “On what grounds?” I snap.

      Da rises slowly to his feet. His expression betrays nothing.

      “Corruption, racketeering charges, manslaughter… the list goes on,” the man chuckles. “We’d be here all night if I listed them in their entirety.”

      Then he nods to his men.

      “Take them in.”

      Given the fact that I’m unarmed and outnumbered, I have no choice but to stand there and watch as both my parents have handcuffs snapped onto their wrists.

      It has the appearance of a lawful arrest, but even I can recognize the stink of Kinahan influence.

      There’s nothing “by the book” about this.

      I notice Da’s gaze fall to Kian. Something passes between them, but I’m left in the dark.

      Of course I am. They’ve had over a decade to develop a shorthand communication.

      “Let’s move out,” the leader orders.

      All this shit is happening far too fast and far too easily. I wait for someone to say something.

      For my father to fight back.

      For my mother to turn to me.

      For Kian to at least look outraged, for fuck’s sake.

      But none of that happens. The whole damn thing is so unbearably composed that it feels like I’ve wandered onto the set of a movie where everyone except for me knows what the fuck is going on.

      “You can’t fucking do this!” I yell into the black void.

      Because apparently, I’m the only one here who can still use his voice.

      “Stop.”

      My head swivels in the direction of my father. He’s staring at me as if I’m a stranger. A stranger who’s decided to darken his doorstep at the worst possible time.

      “Keep your mouth shut,” he adds without an ounce of emotion.

      Then he allows himself to be walked out of the room, two men at his sides clutching his elbows and a third jabbing a shotgun into the small of his back.

      Ma is taken out after him, leaving only Kian and me behind, along with two soldiers hanging back from the rest.

      Both of them are masked, but there’s a menace in their air that’s hard to miss.

      “So… which one of you is Cillian O’Sullivan?” the shorter one asks.

      I’m about to tell him exactly who the fuck I am, when Kian speaks up first.

      “I am,” he growls with so much confidence that I can only stand there and gawk at him.

      The fuck are you doing? I mouth.

      Kian ignores it.

      And neither one of the masked assholes notices my obvious shock.

      They’ve both turned their attention to Kian.

      The guy who spoke walks forward. He stares at Kian—and then his baton flashes out in a move so decisive that I don’t even have time to roar.

      The crack of bone is unmistakable.

      Kian bellows in agony as he crumples to the floor with a hard thud. I don’t even have to look to know that the damage is bad.

      It’s very fucking bad.

      “Go hlfreann leat!” I thunder, my voice cracking in rage. “You motherfucking—”

      “Brody Murtagh sends his regards,” the asshole cackles over Kian’s prone body.

      Then they strut out of the dining room, happy as hell with themselves.

      I’m about to grab one asshole by the scruff of his neck and strangle the life out of him.

      But then Kian makes a sound from the floor.

      “Brother!” I roar, leaving the attackers to their own devices and running towards him. “Why the fuck did you that?”

      He’s sweating and gritting his teeth in agony. I spare the tiniest glance down at his leg to see a gruesome, bloody mess. A shard of bone is pointing in a direction it is very much not supposed to be pointing.

      “I just saved your ass and you’re yelling at me?” he hisses.

      “I could have handled it, you fucking idiot. It’s my leg they wanted to break, not yours.”

      “Handled it, my ass,” Kian scoffs through a clenched jaw. “You know, I thought he was gonna kill you.”

      “Is that supposed to be reassuring?!” I demand in disbelief. “You’re the heir, Kian. You’re the leader.”

      He shakes his head.

      “What?”

      “Not anymore.” Kian says grimly. “Da’s gone, and I’m not walking anytime soon. I’m not leading shit. You are.”

      I don’t have time to properly process that before more men are spilling through the doors.

      But this time, they’re our men. O’Sullivan men.

      Quinn rushes toward Kian and me. “Master Kian!” he says in alarm.

      His expression betrays little but I can see the concern in his eyes. He kneels down beside Kian as the O’Sullivan men sweep the area.

      “How the fuck did they manage to get in?” I demand.

      “They had warrants,” one of them guards answers. “They held us up in the front while they came in for you. Speaking of which, who the fuck are you?”

      “Watch your tongue,” Quinn hisses, his head snapping up towards the guys who spoke. “You’re talking to Master Cillian O’Sullivan.”

      The man’s expression curdles into pale horror as he looks at me. “I… Master Cillian…”

      “Forget it,” I say, turning my attention back to Kian. “We need a doctor. Right fucking now.”

      “Get him on the table,” Quinn orders the men. “And for God’s sake, do it carefully!”

      I stand back and let Quinn take charge of the situation. My mind is whirling with new information.

      Not only is the situation with the Kinahans worse than I thought…

      But Brody fucking Murtagh is alive?

      I slump to a seat up against the wall and try to breathe.

      Home is not what I expected it to be.
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      When the clan doctor walks through the door, I’m almost relieved to recognize his face. Calm, dependable, and just a little bit worn, Dr. Doyle is heading straight for Kian when he notices me.

      He does a double take as he processes. “Cillian?”

      “In the flesh,” I mutter.

      “Well, I’ll be damned.”

      “Can we do this shit after my leg is sorted?” Kian yells from the table.

      Doyle jumps into action and moves forward to the table. It doesn’t take long for him to pronounce his verdict.

      “The leg’s broken,” he confirms. “But don’t worry, I can set it. You’ll take a couple of months to heal.”

      “Months?” Kian growls.

      “It’s a bad break. I’m no magician, son.”

      I move around the table, taking in the chaos surrounding my brother. There’s a thick sheen of sweat layering his face and his hands tremble every now and again.

      But he’s strong. He can handle the pain.

      “Cillian?”

      I turn to the man standing beside me. He’s tall, almost as tall as I am. His dark eyes are bright and his features have evolved, but they’re still familiar.

      “Jesus, is that you, Rory?”

      He smiles. “Aye, mate. It’s been a long time.”

      I pull him towards me and he claps my back hard. Seeing him brings back several old memories.

      Memories of a time when I’d been poised to enter the clan in an official capacity.

      Before Saoirse. Before Brody. Before Sean left.

      Back when I wasn’t going to be don, but rather, the don’s brother.

      And in so many ways, that was better.

      In those days, Rory, Collin, and I had been practically inseparable. It’s a trip to see him now. He’s a man, bearded and wary.

      “Fucking hell,” I breathe as I release him.

      “It’s good to see you.”

      “And you,” I agree. “Where’s Collin?”

      “He’s still around,” Rory replies. “He’s scoping out the gardens now. You’ll see him soon.”

      I nod, but I’m aware that we don’t have the luxury of a good catch-up over a pint.

      “How bad is it?” I ask.

      “They came prepared tonight,” Rory tells me with a sigh. “At least fifty men. All heavily armed and in tactical gear. And they had warrants.”

      “Fuck me,” I mutter.

      “I think they were expecting resistance,” he continues.

      Kian shouts in pain from the table. I want to go to him, to help. But I hold my ground. There’s nothing I can do for him at the moment.

      “Why was there no resistance?” I ask, trying to contain my anger. “No one even tried to stop those assholes. Surely, you aren’t scared of a fucking warrant. We own the judges in this goddamn city.”

      Rory gives me a strange look. “Cillian, we were following orders.”

      “Whose?”

      “Your father’s,” he explains softly. “We were told that if this ever happened, we were to adhere to the warrants and step aside.”

      I frown. “Da was expecting to be arrested?”

      “He was prepared for it.”

      “Prepared?” I scoff. “He strolled away with the fucking enemy!”

      “Your da has never entered a fight he couldn’t win,” Rory says delicately. “I think in this case, he knew he wouldn’t be able to win like that.”

      I grit my teeth. “Just how powerful are the Kinahans now?”

      “Significantly more since you left,” Rory admits. “Brian Murtagh has built them up to something they never were back in the day. The man’s far more ambitious than any of us realized.”

      “And Brody Murtagh?” I ask.

      Rory’s expression clouds over instantly. “We only learned about it this past week,” he says guiltily.

      I knot my hands into fists. “Tell me.”

      “As far as we all knew, Brody Murtagh was a fucking vegetable. But Brian Murtagh had the power and the resources to keep him on life support. He wasn’t willing to let his only son slip away. No one thought he’d wake up.”

      “And this is the week he chose to turn into Sleeping fucking Beauty?”

      Behind me, Kian is thrashing around on the table while a few men hold him down so Dr. Doyle can do his work.

      “You always had good timing, didn’t ya?”

      “Fuck,” I breathe.

      “The rumor is that Brian Murtagh’s health is failing,” Rory tells me. “And if he dies, Brody will inherit the kingdom that Brian built.”

      “We can handle one fucking cripple,” I snarl.

      But Rory looks uncertain. I’m glad to see that I can still read my old friend.

      “What is it? What else?”

      “The boy you pushed off the roof of the Free Canary is not the same one today, Cillian,” Rory warns in a measured voice. “Neither is the father. They both want the O’Sullivans eradicated.”

      I nearly laugh. I refuse to be threatened by that.

      “Yeah? Well, I’m not the same boy who pushed him off that roof either,” I counter. “I lost years of my life, same as he did. I was stripped of everything and everyone I knew and I was forced to re-build myself. From the ground up.”

      I take a step back and make sure everyone in the room is listening to me.

      “I can take Brody Murtagh. I can take the Kinahans. I can take on the whole fucking world if I have to.”

      Rory looks at me with awe, mingled with new hope.

      “I didn’t come back from the dead for nothing,” I finish.

      Rory’s eyebrows rise. “Sounds like a story.”

      “It is,” I reply, clapping him on the back. “And I’ll tell you about it one day.”

      Then I move towards the table to check on Kian. Dr. Doyle has just finished setting his leg and Kian’s now slumped over, exhausted but done with the worst of it.

      “Well,” I say, giving him the once-over, “no doubt about it: I’m definitely the better-looking brother now.”

      “Fuck you,” Kian seethes as a burst of pained laughter escapes his lips.

      Everyone clears the table to give the two of us some space. I move to Kian’s left shoulder and sit down right in front of him. He twists his head to the side so he can see me better.

      “How do you feel?” I ask.

      “Like I’ve just had my fucking leg broken.”

      “Perceptive.”

      “Learned from the best.”

      I smirk. A moment later, though, it fades. “Why’d you do it?” I ask softly. “Why take that for me?”

      His bright eyes meet mine. Despite the obvious pain swimming there, he’s still determined. Still fierce.

      Still an O’Sullivan, through and through.

      “It wouldn’t have made a very inspiring story if you’d come all the way back home just to die here quick as all that,” he says with a wry grin.

      “No,” I agree sadly. “I suppose it wouldn’t.”

      “Story’s just beginning, I’d say.”

      “This isn’t a fucking story,” I rebut. “It’s an errand. Da’s gone. Ma, too,” I point out. “We have to get them back.”

      “I’ll do what I can,” Kian says. “But this one’s on you, big brother.”

      I frown. “You—”

      “I can’t walk, Cil,” he reminds me, jutting his chin towards his swaddled leg. “I can’t fight or lead men or even drive a fucking car. You’re the only one who can do it.”

      I stare at him for a long moment. “Kian…”

      “I’m serious,” he interrupts. “It has to be you. There’s no one else.”

      I don’t argue.

      He’s right.

      “Jesus,” I breathe as it all sinks in.

      Kian smiles. “Welcome home, big brother.”

      “You little shit,” I say. “You’re enjoying this too much.”

      Kian makes an attempt at a shrug. “I appreciate karma.”

      “Is that what this is?”

      “What else would you call it?”

      “A fucking shitshow.”

      Kian smiles. “You can do this, Cillian. Maybe that’s what the last thirteen years were about. Everyone loves a comeback story.”

      “I’m no hero,” I insist.

      “Good. Can’t stand those smarmy hero types,” Kian laughs. “But you’re the kind of man that people can rally behind.”

      I stand up slowly, trying to ward off that oppressive sense of responsibility threatening to swallow me whole.

      I put my hand on his shoulder gently. “Get some rest,” I tell him. “I’m going to go… get my bearings.”

      “You do that,” Kian replies with a knowing smile. “I’ll be… shit—here, probably.”

      We both laugh. Then I slip away.

      I venture out through the patio and into the garden. Rory gives me a look, but I wave him off. He seems to understand that I need some alone time.

      The moment I’m alone, though, there’s only one face that dominates my mind.

      Her face.

      Those startling blue eyes.

      That wild red hair.

      It can’t have been her at the airport. What are the fucking chances I’d run into Saoirse my first ten seconds on Irish soil?

      It’s just too fucking insane.

      In any case, the woman I saw—the glimpse of the woman I saw—was clearly troubled.

      There’d been fear in her eyes. The kind of cataclysmic sadness that makes you think of tragedies unfolding again and again and again, like a never-ending fireworks display.

      I refuse to believe that’s the fate that Saoirse chose over me.

      I’ll find her, I promise myself.

      But first, I need to save my family.
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        * * *

      

      I meander over to a dark patch of the garden. More thoughts pass through my head sporadically, but for the most part, I just try to breathe and think of nothing.

      I’m successful, more or less.

      Until, in the shadows, I notice something.

      Nestled between a pair of rose bushes, I see two glinting eyes trained on me. I squint into the thick undergrowth and squat down to the grass.

      “Hey, there,” I murmur, clicking my fingers.

      A thin purr reaches me before the cat does. I recognize the dappled ginger and white fur.

      Its malnourished body of thirteen years ago is gone. This cat is sleek, but massive. Well-fed and obviously well-looked after.

      There’s even a collar around his neck, for fuck’s sake.

      It’s the little runt I found the night Sean left.

      “They kept you,” I laugh in disbelief. “That sentimental bastard kept you.”

      He purrs loudly, greeting me like an old friend as he butts his head against my waiting fingers. I check the collar and read the name engraved there.

      “Ghost,” I whisper. I wonder who gave him his name.

      I pick him up and walk deeper into the garden, headed nowhere in particular.

      “Sometimes,” I say—and yeah, I’m talking to the fucking cat—"it feels like I’ve lived several lifetimes.”

      Ghost purrs in response. He doesn’t sound awfully sympathetic to my dilemmas.

      As I approach, I see a low fence I don’t recognize, wrapped around the perimeter of a makeshift courtyard area.

      I step over it and walk towards the tree that marks the center.

      To my surprise, as I round the tree, I see something. Two somethings, actually.

      A pair of gravestones.

      I kneel down in the grass and squint in the faint moonlight to make out the engravings. Ghost jumps out of my arms and immediately starts scratching himself on the right headstone.

      That’s the one that reads, Cillian O’Sullivan.

      “Jesus.”

      The headstone on the left is much the same. Simple. Unadorned.

      Except, instead of my name, it bears the words Sean O’Sullivan.

      That’s it. Just our names.

      No birthdate. No death date. No line commemorating our lives, the things we did, the places we went, the people we loved.

      Why would there be?

      Our lives are still being lived.

      Just not in Da’s head, apparently. The man is hard, but I never imagined he’d go this far. He buried his own fucking sons—the idea of us, at least.

      The message is clear. We’re dead to him. Dead to this family.

      I don’t know whether to laugh or cry.

      Maybe, at this stage, both responses are appropriate.

      “That’s twice now, Ghost,” I tell the cat. “Twice that I’ve come back from the dead.”

      The cat stares back at me. His eyes are filmy with age, but he seems to understand.

      I’ve survived for a reason. I may not have wanted to be don of the O’Sullivan clan, but that’s exactly what I am now.

      Time to fucking embrace it.

      The Kinahans want to pluck my parents out of our own goddamn home? They want to break my brother’s leg? To start a fucking war?

      Bring it on, motherfuckers.

      Because apparently, I have nine fucking lives.

      And I’m not afraid to use them.
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      Tristan’s face glows with satisfaction.

      The very act of throwing me into this cell is giving him that heady sense of power that he’s always craving.

      He wants me to cry.

      He wants me to whimper.

      But I won’t let him see my fear.

      “This is where you belong,” he snarls at me through the bars. “This is where I should have kept you from the beginning.”

      I cross my arms over my chest because I know he hates that. “I’d rather be in here than in that house with you,” I reply coldly. “Prisons come in all different forms, Tristan.”

      “How fucking poetic.”

      Two police officers walk into the cell area from the side. Tristan gestures for one of them to come over.

      “Open it up for me,” he instructs the cop.

      I back up, moving to the farthest wall of my cell as the cop does Tristan’s bidding. Keys rattle. The gate clangs open.

      And my husband steps into the small, claustrophobic space with me.

      My plan to look tough is slowly unravelling.

      He keeps his eyes trained on me as he speaks to the officer behind him. “I don’t want to be disturbed.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Both men disappear immediately. I’m left standing with the one man I was hoping I’d never have to see again.

      I blink and in the split second that my eyes are closed, I see Cillian.

      He hadn’t recognized me amidst all the madness at the airport. Not that I can blame him.

      But that’s the thing.

      I do.

      I know I’m being unfair. I know I’m being unreasonable. I know he has no reason to remember me after how I stomped on his heart and turned him away at my door.

      But somehow, I’m angry.

      Because he believed me so easily.

      “Oi!” Tristan grunts, grabbing my jaw and pulling it close to his seething grey eyes. “Where the fuck did you go? Drifting off into little escape fantasies, eh?”

      He noticed. I’m surprised.

      But then, he’s never liked being ignored.

      “You are fucking mine,” he rasps. “You stupid bitch, did you really think you could just leave and I’d let you go?”

      “I didn’t think you’d let me go anywhere,” I fire back. “Which is why I didn’t ask permission.”

      “I’d have chased you to the ends of the world.”

      All his words sound romantic. They sound like the kind of thing every woman dreams of hearing from a man.

      Obsession. Devotion.

      But the menace in them, the threat of punishment, twists them into something dark and ugly.

      I shake my head. “You don’t even love me. What is the point?”

      “Where were you going?” He’s pressing down on my flesh with his fingers, trying to force my mouth into forming words.

      I stay silent.

      “I asked where the fuck you were going, you little whore!” he demands again.

      Fury unfurls in his eyes. He’s close to breaking. And when Tristan break, pain follows.

      I’ve seen that look in his eyes only a handful of times in our married life.

      They never ended well.

      Once, I’d been hospitalized because I’d “fallen down the stairs.”

      Another time, he cut my arms up and then committed me to a psychiatric ward for two weeks.

      I don’t know if I’ll live through another episode like that.

      But then again, I survived the others. I’ve survived thirteen years of him.

      Maybe I’m more resilient than I realize.

      He leans closer, pressing his sweaty, foul forehead to mine. “Where. Were. You. Going?”

      “I don’t know,” I say coldly. “I hadn’t thought that far.”

      “Fuck that. You planned this.”

      “I dreamed about it,” I say. “I prayed for it. I fantasized about it.”

      “Same fucking thing,” he spits. “But if you were a smarter woman, you’d know by now: there’s no escaping me. I am your fucking master. ‘Til death do us part, baby, remember?”

      He backs me up until my back hits the cold concrete wall.

      “Do you remember, my pet?” he asks so softly that it’s almost a purr. “Do you remember the vows we exchanged the day we got married?”

      “Not if I can help it.”

      He grinds me into the wall. I wince from the pain of his nails digging into my skin.

      “I gave you everything,” he hisses. “A great fucking life. You had a roof over your head, clothes on your back, food on the table. You never wanted for anything.”

      “Except happiness,” I reply.

      I should stop talking.

      But something inside me has snapped, too. Maybe it’s even enough to rival the fury inside Tristan.

      I tasted freedom today. I saw Cillian. I got as far as the airport.

      It may not seem like much. But somehow, to me, it is everything.

      “Everything except freedom,” I add. “Everything except love.”

      “Love.” Tristan’s tone cracks on the word as though it’s made of poison.

      To my surprise, he releases his grip on me. He backs away a little as though he’s just realizing something.

      “Love,” he says again, testing it on his lips. “All this time… Has this been about him?”

      Him.

      He spits out the word.

      My expression doesn’t change. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      His eyes seem to glow in the dark. I know it’s my imagination, but right now, it looks real.

      “Cillian O’Sullivan,” he says in a dangerously low voice. “Is he the son of a bitch you were running to?”

      “I haven’t heard that name in thirteen years,” I stammer, trying to pretend like it has no effect on me.

      “Answer me.”

      “I have no idea where he is.”

      “Maybe not,” Tristan acknowledges. Then his face splits into a sickly smile. “But I do.”

      He lunges towards me again. I close my eyes just as his hand squeezes around my throat.

      In the darkness of my mind’s eye, I see a man with blond hair. Blue eyes. A devil-may-care smile.

      It’s pathetic to be in love with a memory, after all this time.

      But it’s all I have. It’s my life preserver. It’s the one dream that’s kept me going through the endless nightmare.

      I don’t want to discover what will happen once it no longer exists.

      Seeing Cillian today made that dream look shakier than ever. He hadn’t acknowledged me. Not a trace of recognition in his eyes.

      But my heart is quick to make excuses for him. Quick to preserve the fantasy for as long as possible.

      Maybe he didn’t really see me.

      Maybe he thought he was dreaming.

      Maybe it wasn’t him at all.

      Tristan’s hand redoubles its grip on my throat and I wince against the pain.

      “Open your eyes,” he orders. “Look at me.”

      I sigh and do as he says.

      “Tell me, Saoirse—what did it feel like when he was inside you?”

      My eyes go wide.

      But I’m sure I haven’t misheard him.

      “How big was he? Did he make you come? How many times did he take you?”

      Every question is crude. Every question is meant to make me feel like an object.

      But it doesn’t have the desired effect. He’s not succeeding in terrifying me like he wants to.

      He’s only making me think of Cillian. Of the one night that ever mattered.

      An idea seems to occur to him. “You know what?” Tristan muses. “I’m going to fuck him out of your head. Right here. Right now.”

      I wish I could say I balked. That I screamed.

      But the truth is that, after thirteen years of torment, I expect this kind of monstrosity from him. He doesn’t realize how predictable his methods of torture are.

      It’s horrible every time. It feels like a part of my soul is crushed under the weight of his stink.

      But I have survived it before.

      I’ll survive it again.

      This motherfucker will not win.

      He shoves his weight into me and I close my eyes, trying to dissociate from the experience.

      But just as he’s fiddling with the buckle of his trousers, I hear voices coming towards us.

      “Tristan!”

      With a frustrated growl, he releases me and steps back.

      He makes sure his trousers are zipped up and proper before turning to the door of my open cell.

      A fellow cop walks into the holding area. “Sorry, Tris,” he says. “Didn’t want to interrupt, but I have news.”

      “It better be important fucking news,” he snaps.

      His friend comes towards the cell and his eyes fall on me curiously. Something tells me he interrupted just so he could see me.

      It’s surprising how few of Tristan’s cop buddies I’ve met over the years.

      He likes to keep me closeted at home.

      His possessiveness can get out of hand sometimes, so much so that even he’s aware of it at this point.

      “This is the wife, huh?” the guy asks, his eyes traveling over my body in fascination. “Well, I see why you keep her locked up.”

      “What the fuck did you come in here for, Gary?” Tristan demands.

      “Like I said, something’s happened.”

      “Spill it, man!”

      “Kinahans and Murtagh… They’ve made their move.”

      Tristan pales at once. “Fuck.”

      I turn away from both of them. I couldn’t care less about the Kinahans. I’ve been hearing about mob business for the past thirteen years and it’s always the same shit.

      Deals and drugs and trafficking.

      Betrayals, backstabbing, and unnecessary murders.

      That’s Tristan’s shit. Not mine.

      As far as I’m concerned, the Kinahans and the Murtaghs can drown in their own shit and take Tristan down with them.

      In fact, I wish they would.

      I try to block Tristan and his crooked cop buddy out, but snippets of their conversation still carry to me. They’re not exactly trying to keep their voices down, either.

      “A full-scale attack… How many dead?”

      “… didn’t resist… They’ve been taken…”

      “Fuck… Ronan O’Sullivan… and his bitch, too?”

      “Where have they been taken?”

      “The Cavern.”

      “Fuck. This changes things.”

      “It changes everything.”

      My back hits the cold wall and I slide to the ground, ignoring the cement block in the corner that’s supposed to be a bed. I pull my knees up and wrap my arms around them.

      Things are always changing in the mafia world. Shit is always hitting the fan. This time is undoubtedly no different.

      So I tune them out as an old melody pops into my head. It takes me a second to place it.

      And when I do, the words come to me, too.

      “The pale moon was rising above the green mountain…” I hum under my breath.

      They’re still fixated on some mafia gossip. It must be good, because Tristan is practically foaming at the bit.

      I continue my song. “…The sun was declining beneath the blue sea...”

      His friend glances at me and then says something else. Tristan’s expression changes instantly. He pales slightly as though he’s just been informed that he has three months to live.

      “What?” he barks.

      “Yeah,” his friend replies.

      He adds something else, but I’m busy singing.

      “…When I strayed with my love to the pure crystal fountain...”

      “Are you sure?” Tristan demands, his dark eyes zeroing in on me as though I’ve personally offended him by existing at all.

      “A hundred percent.” His friend confirms whatever bad news he’s just delivered. “I wanted to tell you myself.”

      Tristan nods, but there’s a look in his eye. Calculating. Foreboding. Murderous.

      “..That stands in beautiful vale of Tralee...”

      The song I sang Cillian that night on the rooftop.

      The same song he sang right back to me.

      With me.

      For me.

      It was the last time I’d ever felt safe.

      The last time I’d ever felt wholly content, wholly at peace.

      He saved me back then. And he’d given me the strength and the courage to keep going all these years.

      I don’t know if I’ll ever see Cillian O’Sullivan again.

      But I hope that, wherever he is right now, he knows that he saved me.

      I hope he knows I’m grateful.
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      “Jesus Christ. If isn’t Cillian O’Sullivan, as I live and breathe.”

      Darragh Gallacher is gawking at me with that trademark smirk of his.

      “Can’t get rid of me that easy.” I shake hands with the reedy lawyer who’s worked with the O’Sullivan clan for well over two decades now.

      I’m surrounded by loyalists. Men who give us their trust and have earned ours in return.

      It’s a good fucking place to start. But I can already tell the road ahead isn’t easy.

      “How’ve you been, Darragh?” I ask.

      The man gives me a calm smile. “Same as ever. Kids are out of the house now. The missus and I can finally hear ourselves think. Unfortunately, we didn’t like that much, so we got ourselves a fair few rescues. A trio of mangy mutts, if you can believe it.”

      “You replaced your kids with canines?” I drawl. “Bet the smell hasn’t changed.”

      He laughs. “You’ve got that right, son.” He hesitates, then asks the question on his mind. “Are you back for good?”

      We both look around the room.

      It’s Da’s office space. I’m sitting in the massive leather throne behind his desk.

      Not because I want to. In truth, I’d rather be anywhere else on the planet.

      But some things are bigger than my wants and needs.

      This is one of them.

      “We’ll see,” I reply vaguely.

      “Well, it’s good to have you back, however long it lasts.”

      I lean back in the chair. If I’m going to play the part of don, then I have to look like I belong in this seat. I have to command the same kind of respect my father did.

      One thing’s for certain, though—I’m not Da.

      But I never wanted to be. I swore from the day I was old enough to decide such things that I’d never be like him.

      I’d be my own man. A different man. A better man.

      “Sit down, Darragh,” I say quietly.

      He notices it at the same time I do—my voice changed.

      Gone is the laughter. Gone is the carefree, who-gives-a-fuck-lilt.

      Darragh complies quietly, sinking into the armchair across the desk from me. His own smile is gone, too.

      He’s somber. Serious.

      The face of a man looking his don in the eye.

      “You heard about the ambush?” I inquire.

      Darragh nods slowly. “Aye. Kinahan bastards, eh?”

      “The police, technically,” I explain. “But it doesn’t take a genius to connect the dots.”

      “Murtagh’s behind it all, then?”

      I nod. “Who else?”

      I lean forward, place my elbows on the desk, and look the lawyer in the eye. “I need to get my parents back, Darragh. And then I need to make these motherfuckers pay for what they did.”

      Silence. Thick and tense. The room is rippling with violence. With my anger. With my confusion.

      This isn’t why I came home. But what choice do I have?

      This is what needs to be done.

      “Of course,” Darragh murmurs. He strokes the old black leather briefcase in his lap like it brings him comfort.

      “That’s why you’re here.”

      “I understand, Cillian.” Again, his voice is reverent. Respectful.

      I feel strange hearing my name in that tone. But I don’t say anything.

      “Do we know where they’re being held?”

      I shake my head and sigh. “I’ve already made some inquiries, but they’ve led me straight to dead ends. No one I’ve spoken to has any information. Or at least, none they’re willing to give me. So we have to start at the beginning. Go to the cops and ask politely, I guess.”

      “Then that’s where we’ll go,” Darragh says immediately. He grabs his briefcase, but he pauses when I rise to my feet along with him. “You’re coming with me?”

      “Of course.”

      “Cillian… you’re still a person of interest in this country. Maybe not officially but—”

      “They took my parents, Darragh,” I remind him coldly. “And they broke my brother’s leg. I’m coming.”

      “There’s a difference between being brave and stupid.”

      I smile. “I happen to think you can be both.”

      That earns me a soft chuckle, but Darragh still looks concerned. “If they decide to arrest you—”

      “I don’t plan on being taken.”

      “What makes you think you’ll have a choice?”

      “There’s always a choice, Darragh.”

      He gives me a searching look, as though he’s trying to figure out what’s different about me. “You were always a confident lad,” the lawyer observes. “But now…”

      “I’ve grown up,” I say simply. “I’m not eighteen anymore.”

      “You’ve been busy this last decade,” he guesses.

      I laugh. “You don’t even know the half of it.”
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        * * *

      

      We head out of the compound. By this point, everyone has been informed of the authority shift. Kian has spoken to the men himself.

      It’s still a bit strange to have the reins handed to you by your younger brother, but I’m not an asshole. I know how it works.

      I was the one who left the clan.

      Kian was the one who got left behind, and the men know to look to him in Da’s absence.

      I don’t expect the sudden shift to be easy or automatic for them. Hell, half of them thought I was dead.

      But I’m willing to be patient. There’s a difference between pride and ego. I have the former, not the latter. I won’t be one of those assholes running around trying to stomp on the world to prove a point about my own masculinity.

      Brody Murtagh was that guy.

      And no matter what Da said to me in that jail cell a decade ago, I’m nothing like that rich fuck.

      I have Rory bring around one of the cars in the garage. A glistening, vintage silver Rolls Royce.

      “They don’t make them like this anymore,” I sigh appreciatively.

      I take the keys from Rory with a nod of gratitude and slide into the driver’s seat. Darragh gets in next to me and fixes me with a contemplative glance as I hurtle down the private driveway towards the gates.

      It feels good to drive. To take action. The wheel thrums beneath my hands and the engine roars in my ears.

      “What if you’re recognized?” he asks.

      “I’ve already been recognized,” I say. “They know I’m back in the country. Kian’s broken leg is the result.”

      He frowns. “They broke Kian’s leg because you returned to Dublin?” he asks, trying to follow along.

      “He told them he was me.”

      “Ah.”

      “Not the brightest bulb,” I chuckle. “But it bought me some time.”

      “Just don’t do anything stupid,” Darragh warns.

      I wrinkle my nose in distaste. “Why does everyone automatically assume I’m going to do something stupid? I’ve been doing this shit for the last thirteen years. I know how to handle myself.”

      “Los Angeles and Dublin are very different places. Homes to very different people.”

      “I can handle myself anywhere.”

      He drums his fingers on the briefcase in his lap. “You and Kian are a lot alike.”

      “Don’t tell him that,” I caution. “Compliments like that go straight to a young man’s head.”
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        * * *

      

      Driving through Dublin is more triggering than I expect. But not in a bad way. I pass streets I used to walk down, restaurants I used to frequent, alleyways where I’d drank stolen liquor with Sean or learned how to handle myself in fist fights.

      The memories they pull up are like snapshots from another era.

      But they’re clear.

      They tug at me, igniting a love for home that I’d buried long ago.

      Until we arrive at our destination. When I pull up in front of the police station, I feel the anger flood back into my extremities. These bastards just stormed the O’Sullivan stronghold and dragged my parents out in cuffs.

      They’re not about to get away with it.

      I park the car and slip on the dark trench coat and hat that Rory stowed away in the back seat on my request. There are other goodies waiting for me as well and I reach for them eagerly.

      “Seriously?” Darragh balks, noticing the gleaming Glock in my hand.

      I hide it away and reach for the switchblade knife. “As you so rightly pointed out, I am a target. It would be stupid to walk into enemy territory unarmed.”

      “Why the gun if you have the hat and coat? I thought the whole point was to stay undercover.”

      “It is.”

      “Forgive me if I hesitate to see how blowing a hole in a Dublin cop would keep things low-key.”

      “If no one sees me, then these beauties won’t need to be used,” I point out, tucking the switchblade into my boot. “I’m just preparing for every scenario.”

      “Are you going to let me do my job?” Darragh asks cautiously.

      I fix him with a grin. “I wouldn’t dream of interfering.”

      I hear him mutter something under his breath. It sounds something like “…hasn’t changed a bit”.

      Then we start the walk towards the station.

      There are only a few officers manning the place, all of whom look lethargic and disinterested. Darragh goes to the reception desk and asks to speak to the highest ranking officer on duty.

      The woman behind the desk looks up from a mountain of paperwork. “What’s this in regard to?” she asks.

      “The arrest of Ronan and Sinead O’Sullivan,” Darragh replies.

      Her eyes go wide and she gets to her feet almost immediately.

      “I’m afraid that’s not—”

      “I’m their lawyer,” he interrupts. “And I’m not leaving without talking to my clients. Has bail been posted yet?”

      “I can—”

      “I’d like to speak to someone who knows something,” he spits. “Right now.”

      She lingers for a second and then hurries off.

      That’s the thing about Darragh. The man can be ordinary and unassuming one minute. Then dangerous and sinister the next.

      People are never what they seem.

      When the female cop returns, she’s accompanied by a tall man who reeks of self-appointed authority. His eyes are small and watchful.

      I distrust him immediately. But I stay back and keep my head down.

      No reason to stir up shit just yet.

      “You’re the O’Sullivans’ lawyer?” the officer asks.

      “I am. And you must be Sergeant O’Brien,” Darragh says. “I heard about your promotion last year. Wasn’t there an article in the papers?”

      He clears his throat gruffly. “There might have been.”

      “I remember,” Darragh says with a nod. “Brian Murtagh seemed awfully chuffed to have a man of your caliber in this position.”

      Well, fuck me. He’s connected—and not in a good way.

      The sergeant’s face darkens instantly as though he’s just been called out. “Mr. Murtagh has no jurisdiction over promotions within the force. I earned this promotion on my own merits.”

      “Of course, of course,” Darragh says with obvious sarcasm. “Tell me: does Mr. Murtagh have jurisdiction over unlawful arrests?”

      The sergeant’s been expecting this. “The arrest was not unlawful,” he says icily. “Your clients were served warrants.”

      “Oh, of course, of course. Speaking of which, I would like to speak to my clients.”

      He smirks. “They’re not here.”

      I start to take a step forward, but Darragh makes a small gesture with his hand to caution me. I freeze, but my hands ball into fists. I feel the weight of the gun on my hip and the blade at my ankle.

      Darragh is right—it’s not time to resort to violence yet. But it’s nice to spend a moment fantasizing about gutting this corrupt bastard like a fish.

      “Where are they?” the lawyer asks calmly.

      “Not here,” the sergeant repeats with a shrug.

      “You don’t mind if I take a look at your holding cells, do you?”

      The sergeant shrugs a third time. “Suit yourself.”

      I know immediately that he’s telling the truth. My parents aren’t here. He’d never would’ve agreed to show us the holding cells if they were on-site.

      But now that Darragh’s asked, we’re obliged to follow.

      Everything feels so goddamn familiar as I walk through the police station. This was where I spent my last night in Dublin before leaving for thirteen fucking years.

      I’m noticing how woefully understaffed the police department is.

      Apart from the sergeant, the woman at the front desk and two or three other cops, the place is practically empty. Maybe not surprising considering the time.

      Convenient for me, though.

      “Who’s the kid?” the sergeant asks, glancing at me dismissively.

      I have to bite back a smile. If only you knew, I laugh to myself. If only you fucking knew.

      “My understudy,” Darragh answers without missing a beat.

      The sergeant opens the door to the holding cell and gestures us forward. “Take a look,” he offers. “You’ve got five minutes.”

      I stay near the door while Darragh walks inside. I know there’s no point searching. My parents are not going to be here.

      The Kinahans and Murtaghs would never make things so simple.

      Darragh’s eyes graze over the forlorn space. Then, heaving a tired sigh, he turns. “Let’s go. There’s nothing—”

      “Wait.”

      I freeze for a second. I hear something.

      Something eerily familiar.

      A song, floating to me from thirteen years in the past.

      “..That stands in beautiful vale of Tralee...”

      I take a tentative step forward.

      Then another.

      Then another.

      I round the corner.

      And that’s when I see her.
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      “Saoirse.”

      His eyes are wide. I can see the simmering blue.

      This is the first good look I’ve had of him in over a decade.

      The glimpse I’d caught of him in the airport was so fleeting. I’d seen the blond hair, the impressive height, the width of his shoulders.

      But I’d missed so much, too.

      He’s more muscular now. And he carries himself even more proudly. But there are new lines around his eyes and mouth. They don’t make him look older so much as experienced. Weathered.

      His hair still has the same golden tinge, but he wears it shorter. It suits him, of course. All of it does.

      I push myself up to my feet and ignore the flares of pain that rage up my body.

      “Cillian,” I whisper as I step closer to the bars.

      There are only inches between us, but the heat coming off him is palpable.

      I realize how desperately I’ve craved it all these years.

      His heat.

      His scent.

      The tangible, undeniable presence of him.

      For thirteen years, he’s been nothing but a dream. A fantasy. A memory.

      Now, here he is. Standing before me. Flesh and blood and so completely concrete. Taking up space and everything.

      It’s mind-boggling.

      “Saoirse,” he says again.

      A nasally voice intrudes. “Cillian!”

      I look to the side as a man approaches down the hall. He’s tall and skinny, with the sharpest nose I’ve ever seen.

      I can’t tell if I like his face or not. His eyes are shrouded in shadow, and that makes it harder to make up my mind.

      “What are you doing?” he says urgently. “We’ve got to go.”

      “No.”

      That’s something else that’s changed about Cillian, too.

      The natural authority. The commanding tone. The complete lack of fear.

      His voice alone fills in some of the gaps for me. It reminds me that he’s lived a full life in the time we’ve been a part.

      I understand the lines on his face better now. The toughness that’s been drilled into him.

      “No?” the man gapes. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Cillian ignores him. “Why are you in a cage?” he demands of me.

      I shrug, amazed at how calm I am under the circumstances. Perhaps a part of me still thinks I’m imagining this whole scenario.

      “I pissed off a man I shouldn’t have pissed off,” I reply. For some reason, I’m unwilling to say Tristan’s name.

      Cillian growls low and deep in his chest like a feral animal.

      “Oi! Your five minutes are up. What are you doing?”

      I hear heavy footfalls before one of the cops in charge approaches my cell. He’s wearing a slightly panicked expression as he looks between me and Cillian.

      “She’s none of your concern.”

      “Let her out,” Cillian orders coolly.

      The cop blinks at him. “I… That’s not possible.”

      “I’m not gonna ask you again.”

      “You don’t even know what she’s done!”

      “Because I don’t give a fuck what she’s done,” Cillian says. “Let her out.”

      “Cillian,” the scrawny man beside him says in a forced calm tone, “this is really not our business.”

      Cillian’s eyes flicker to mine. “I’m making it my business.”

      Then he whips out a gun and pivots to aim it at the officer.

      “Aw, for fuck’s sake…” the sharp-nosed man sighs like this isn’t the first time he’s seen this.

      The cop facing the two of them turns purple with fear.

      But there’s a certain indignation about his expression, too. As though he can’t quite believe Cillian has the balls.

      I can, though. I believe.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” the sergeant protests in a nervous warble.

      “If you need a fucking explanation, then this department is in trouble,” Cillian fires back with a laugh.

      Jesus.

      That fucking laugh.

      That fucking smile.

      One look at him and I’m eighteen again.

      And I’m reminded of just how I felt back then. When his presence had consumed my world and made me feel like anything was possible.

      “Open her cell door.”

      “You—”

      “Do you like walking?” Cillian asks, cocking his head to the side. He points the gun right at the cop’s knees.

      The man goes from purple to ghostly white.

      He finally seems to understand that Cillian isn’t joking as he moves towards the door of my cell.

      “Jesus, son,” the sharp-nosed man hisses at Cillian. “This was not part of the fucking plan.”

      Cillian whips a harsh glare at him. So cold that even I recoil a little bit.

      “I’m no one’s son anymore, Darragh,” he rasps.

      The tension is razor-sharp.

      The man hesitates, then nods and swallows. “No,” he admits softly. “I suppose you’re not.”

      Cillian regards the man icily for a moment longer.

      Then he breaks into his trademark wry grin.

      “Besides,” he adds, “I’ve always liked to wing it. Why don’t you get out of here? I can handle this.”

      The man—Darragh, he called him—doesn’t look happy about that.

      “This is my problem,” Cillian adds. “Not yours.”

      His problem?

      What does that mean?

      “I hope you know what you’re doing,” Darragh sighs before walking out of the long room.

      Cillian seems completely unfazed to be alone. And in a police station, no less.

      “Hey, he’s right,” I say. “It’s not worth it.”

      I’m thinking of Tristan and an army of men in blue pouring in here to beat Cillian to death right in front of me.

      The thought alone makes me quake with fear.

      He turns his blue gaze on me. “Of course it’s worth it,” he replies with such conviction that it reminds me of what he told me a lifetime ago.

      I don’t lie.

      And as far as I can tell, he never has.

      But that’s not true, is it?

      Because everyone lies.

      And now that he’s standing before me, I sense that my idealized version of him is in danger of shrinking away, dissolving into nothingness and leaving me bare.

      It fucking terrifies me.

      The sergeant finally manages to get the cell unlocked.

      The moment my door swings open, Cillian seizes my arm and pulls me out. Then he pushes the sergeant inside the cell.

      The man fumbles forward and nearly collides with the wall. He doubles back, his face pink with rage, but Cillian’s fist flies out suddenly.

      CRACK.

      The cop instantly slumps into the corner, his eyes rolling back in his head before they close completely.

      “Oh my God!” I gasp. “He’s out cold.”

      “What can I say?” Cillian shrugs. “Guess I don’t know my own strength. Come on—and keep your head down.”

      I’m too numb to do anything but obey.

      We hurry out of the holding cell area. I expect to be confronted by a whole host of cops.

      But there’s no one around. The place is practically deserted.

      “Do you really expect to just walk out of here?” I ask.

      “Let them try and stop me.”

      I have this strange sense that I’m still dreaming. At the moment, that makes the most sense.

      Cillian steers me in an unfamiliar direction until we reach an obscure door in the back.

      “Um, where exactly are we going?”

      “Through the back door,” Cillian smirks. “I may have been gone a long time. But I still know a few secrets.”

      The door he takes me through leads to a winding series of narrow corridors that eventually let out into a side exit.

      It’s still pretty public, but there isn’t anyone around.

      I notice a gleaming Rolls Royce parked in the shadows.

      He starts striding to the car, but I don’t follow him. I just stand there.

      He’s halfway to the vehicle when he realizes that I’m not behind him. He doubles back, a look of urgency on his face.

      “What are you doing?” he demands. “Come on.”

      “Come where?”

      “My home, for now,” he replies. “Until we figure this shit out.”

      “What shit?”

      “Saoirse,” he says, “we’re exposed out here. And that cop will come to at some point. We need to be out of here before they find you.”

      I glance back at the station.

      And panic rises inside me like a fucking tsunami.

      What was I thinking?

      He showed up like a mirage out of one of my fever dreams. I was so blinded that I saw only the knight in shining armor I’ve been dreaming about for thirteen years.

      And I followed him.

      I fucking followed him without thinking about the consequences.

      Because let’s face it: I’m not going to get away with leaving. Tristan made that much glaringly clear.

      “I can’t leave with you, Cillian,” I say shakily.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I can’t. I have to go back in there.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “You have to go back in to your jail cell?”

      “You don’t understand.”

      “You’re fucking right about that,” he snarls, a fury I don’t understand sparking in his eyes. “Do you know what I just risked to get you out of there?”

      I bristle back.

      I don’t know if it’s his expression or his tone that hurts me.

      All I know is that I’m not about to stand here and get yelled at by another man.

      “I didn’t ask you to risk anything for me!” I hiss at him.

      “Keep your fucking voice down.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do.”

      “You’re being a fucking brat right now,” he spits. “So I guess nothing’s changed, huh?”

      If he’d slapped me, it would have hurt less.

      “What did you just say to me?”

      “You heard,” he says, doubling down. “You’re a brat. I’m just trying to help you. I’m trying to save you. Like I’m always fucking doing.”

      Right.

      So that’s what this is about.

      It’s silly of me to expect that thirteen years of absence will just cause our last meeting to dissolve into the cavern of lost time.

      My logical, sensible side says that he has every reason to be bitter and hurt.

      But I’ve been through a lot.

      And of the two of us, it’s clear to me, that the last thirteen years have been easier on him than they have been on me.

      So I ignore my calm, sensible voice.

      Instead, I listen to the small, petty part of myself that’s been bruised and broken and betrayed in countless different ways since we’ve been a part.

      “Fuck you,” I snarl at him. “You have no idea why I said what I said back then. You have no idea what I’ve been through.”

      “Nothing great, considering I found you in prison.”

      “It wasn’t prison; it was a fucking holding cell,” I snap. “And you don’t know a goddamn thing about me.”

      “No, you’re right about that. Maybe I never did.”

      His features are hard as they stare down at me. It feels… wrong. Unnatural. Alien.

      He looks like another person, and for a moment, I’m actually glad.

      Because that little fact makes it way easier for me to walk away from him.

      I whirl around, but before I can get very far, I find myself airborne.

      “Hey!” I yell as Cillian throws me over his shoulder. “Let go of me!”

      He doesn’t answer.

      He just shifts me higher on his shoulder as my ribs burst with pain. I groan, but I don’t cry out because I’m a little preoccupied with concentrating on not throwing up.

      I hear the sound of a car door opening and then I’m being hurled into the back seat.

      By the time I straighten up, Cillian’s behind the wheel and the engine is already roaring to life.

      “Stop… no, Cillian… Don’t…!”

      He ignores me and whips the car onto the road. Within seconds, we’re driving at a hundred miles an hour.

      The streets whizz past and I slump against the back seat as exhaustion overcomes me.

      Yeah, I decide silently. This is definitely a dream.
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      We’ve been driving for a while when I open my eyes and groan.

      “Hey,” Cillian’s voice is calm and concerned. “You okay?”

      “Stop the car,” I whisper.

      “Not this again.”

      “Please,” I beg. “I need to get out of this tin box.”

      I raise my head to see his eyebrows furrow. He considers my request for a moment before he finally concedes and pulls onto the side of the road.

      When I look up, I realize that we’re in the middle of nowhere. At first, all I see is darkness. But as my eyes adjust to lack of light, I realize that there’s nothing but meadow for miles around.

      The moment we pull to a stop, I try and get out. But the doors are locked.

      “Jesus, Cillian. Let me out. I need air.”

      His answer is cracking open a window.

      “Seriously?”

      “You wanted air.”

      “This is not the time to be funny.”

      “Who’s laughing?”

      I try to unlock my door, but it remains stubbornly shut.

      I can feel his eyes on me, trying to figure me out. At this moment, though, I can’t really help him.

      I’m trying to figure myself out.

      “Let me out of this goddamn car!” I scream suddenly. “I’ve been trapped by men my whole life. And I won’t do it anymore. Not even for you!”

      His eyebrows rise with shock.

      I’m a little shocked myself.

      All I know is that I just spent the night in a jail cell after a failed attempt at fleeing my miserable life, I’m close to a panic attack, and I need to put some distance between Cillian and myself before I completely lose it.

      I don’t even see him move, but the door unlocks.

      As soon as it does, I’m out like a bullet, running away from the car and into the ocean of grass.

      I hear Cillian swear from behind me, but I don’t slow down. I keep running until my lungs feel like they’re going to burst right out of my chest.

      I run and run and run.

      Like I can escape this fucked-up dream-turned-nightmare-turned-dream.

      I only fall to my knees when I can’t run anymore.

      The grass feels soft and comforting underneath my touch. I clench my fists and pull up tufts in each hand. Loose blades just sift through my fingers, falling off like fine dust, unwilling to be tied to anyone.

      “Is there a reason you’re running from me like I’m the enemy?”

      I look up at Cillian.

      He’s run over here, too, but unlike me, he hasn’t broken a sweat. He doesn’t even look tired.

      I fall back against the grass with my face to the dark, starlit sky.

      He takes a step forward and looks down at me. His face outlined against the Irish heavens.

      He’s gotta be a dream.

      He’s too perfect.

      I’m too broken.

      “Are you real?” I ask in a delicate whisper.

      He smiles. It’s like the sun has come out in the middle of the night.

      “Take my hand,” he says, stretching it down towards me, “and find out.”
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      She stares at me.

      Her wild red hair sprawls out across the dark grass. Her azure eyes reflect the stars hanging above us.

      I keep my hand extended.

      And, after a long pause, she takes it.

      Her fingers slip into mine and my hand converges around hers as I pull her up into a sitting position.

      At the same time, I lower myself down onto the grass next to her so that we’re face to face.

      “Saoirse,” I say softly.

      Saying her name is a gift to myself. I’ve intentionally kept it off my lips for the last thirteen years.

      She doesn’t smile. Her expression stays stagnant. As though she’s still trying to work out how she feels about seeing me again.

      It strikes me that I know next to nothing about her life. Except the fact that she’s married.

      My eyes skitter down to her hands instantly. I see no ring, but there is a noticeable indent of one on her ring finger.

      She pulls her hands together and tucks them in her lap as though she knows exactly what I’m looking for. Her eyes are trained on a spot in the distance. But I know she’s not interested in the landscape.

      She just wants to avoid me.

      “You ready to talk?” I ask.

      Her eyes swing to mine as though she can’t help it.

      “Talk?” she repeats. “What, so we can pick up where we left off?”

      I grit my teeth together. “Whose fault might that be?”

      And then, boom—there it is. The fire in those sapphire eyes.

      “Don’t pretend to know me,” she snaps.

      “Right back at you.”

      Our knees bump together and she shifts away from me pointedly. I can’t help smiling at that. It’s funny how the years can disappear in those tiny little gestures.

      The little giveaways that remind you that, deep down, people mostly stay the same.

      “What are you smiling about?”

      The girl I knew is still in there. She may have changed some on the outside.

      Wilder hair.

      Skinnier body.

      A lost, haunted smile.

      But underneath is the girl from the rooftop. She’s just trapped behind the years we spent apart.

      “Just… remembering,” I answer evasively.

      Her eyes turn hard. “We were stupid, naïve kids,” she replies. “We had no business being together.”

      I don’t betray my emotions. I just regard her calmly, trying to find the chink in her armor.

      She’s built up more walls since we last saw each other. There’s an edge to her tone, a sad tilt to her eyes. She’s been through shit.

      She’s had a hard life.

      She’s having a hard life.

      I try and swallow back the deep-rooted need to protect her.

      She said it herself: she hasn’t asked for my help.

      Though I have a feeling that, when it comes to Saoirse, that’s the only way I can get away with helping her at all.

      She’s too proud for anything else.

      Except my eyes drop to her arms again, and I notice strange scars snaking up and down her left arm. They form a scissor pattern and encroach right up to her wrist.

      I grab her without thinking and twist her hand around so I can see the scars clearly.

      “What the fuck is this?”

      She rips her hand away from me. “Nothing,” she mumbles.

      “Are you fucking serious?” I growl. “That’s not nothing. That’s… ”

      I trail off when I catch her expression. She’s fighting back tears, her jaw crunched down hard in an internal struggle to keep her walls from crumbling.

      What an endless effort that must take.

      To constantly hide your pain.

      To constantly have to pretend like everything’s alright even when just waking up each morning is unholy fucking torture.

      “You tried to kill yourself?”

      She doesn’t answer.

      “Saoirse.”

      “Stop that.”

      “Stop what?” I ask.

      “Stop saying my name like you know me,” she says as she gets up off the ground.

      I have no choice but to get up, too.

      “And while we’re at it, stop pretending like we know each other!” she continues. “We haven’t seen or heard from each other for thirteen years, Cillian. And let’s face it—even before then, we didn’t really know each other.”

      “I know how you feel about that,” I reply coolly. “You already told me exactly how you felt when I showed up at your door that day.”

      She shakes her head, trembling too hard to answer, and looks down at the grass beneath our feet.

      “I need to go.”

      “Where?” I demand.

      “Somewhere else. Anywhere else.”

      I tighten my fists at my sides. “Is it really that bad seeing me again?”

      She looks back up at me, her eyes still bright with unshed tears. “You have no idea.”

      I can only frown as those words linger in the air. Heavy with angst and hurt I can only barely glimpse.

      “It’s cold,” Saoirse says abruptly when the moment gets too tense and anguished. “Can we go back to the car?”

      I nod, still silent and brooding. We walk back together in silence. The road I’ve chosen is off the beaten track, which is why it’s silent as the grave out here.

      We reach the vehicle and slide into our seats.

      But when I go try to crank the keys in the ignition, all I get is a puttering, metallic groan.

      Then more silence.

      “What the fuck?” I growl.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “The fucking car won’t start.”

      “Is this another joke, Cillian?”

      I shoot her a glare. “When I make a joke, you’ll fucking laugh. This is serious. The damn thing won’t start.”

      She whimpers and rests her head back against the car seat, eyes closed.

      Growling in disgust, I grab my phone and dial in Kian’s number.

      “We’re sorry,” chimes a robotic voice. “Your call cannot be completed.”

      BEEP.

      Disconnected.

      I check my screen and realize that there’s virtually no reception out here.

      “Jesus, why did you take this route?” Saoirse balks.

      “Because I assumed the cops would be after us and, silly me, I didn’t want you caught,” I snarl.

      She gives me a searching glance and then looks out her window pointedly. “It is beautiful out here,” she says, almost like an afterthought.

      “Fuck me.”

      “What are we gonna do?”

      “Odds of any traffic coming by after sunset are close to nil. We’re gonna have to make it through the night,” I reply. “Then find our way out of here in the morning.”

      “We’re gonna stay here all night?” Saoirse asks incredulously.

      “Not in the car, obviously.” I glance out the window to the woods lining the perimeter of the meadow. “It’s already fucking cold in here without the engine on. Come on, we can make a fire out there.”

      I get out of the car without bothering to look back. A few minutes later, she follows me out onto the grass.

      Even the way she slams her door sounds indignant.

      “Do you even know how to make a fire out here?” Saoirse asks when she catches up.

      I can tell the cold is starting to get to her, but I’m not about to play the gentleman right off the bat.

      “Of course I know how to make a fire,” I snap. “What do you take me for?”

      She holds up her hands, but continues to follow me. “Where are you going?”

      “We need some coverage,” I explain. “Those trees up ahead are perfect. We can make the fire there and no one will see us from the road.”

      “Maybe I want people to see us from the road.”

      “Hitchhiking is not a good idea.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re scared?”

      I snort. “I’m not the one who’s scared.”

      “Are you implying that I am?” she demands, taking the bait.

      “Maybe.”

      “Of what?”

      “Being alone with me.”

      Her expression goes flat, but I know she’s trying to hide how she really feels. I don’t mind so much. I know I’ll crack her eventually.

      It may take me a while.

      But I’ve always been a patient man.
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      It takes me only a few minutes to get the fire blazing. Saoirse watches me the whole time. I can tell she’s impressed, even though she won’t admit it.

      The moment the fire’s roaring, she scoots towards it and settles on one of the upturned roots of the tree we’ve chosen.

      “Feel better?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      I sit down next to her and ignore the side-eye she throws my way.

      “You’re welcome, by the way,” I remark once I’ve had my fill of the pregnant silence.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I did break you out of jail back there,” I point out.

      “You shouldn’t have.”

      “You came with me.”

      “Because I was in a state of delirium!”

      “Delirium?”

      “Yeah. Delirium. Seeing you again, it was… I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

      I laugh scornfully. “You can say all the rubbish you want. I know you’re glad to see me.”

      She stares at me in shock.

      Then she sighs and relents. “I… Cillian… of course it’s good to see you,” she says softly.

      The friction is the air between us seems to calm a little. Saoirse takes a deep breath. Her shoulders relax forward as she hugs herself a little tighter despite the warmth coming from the fire.

      “So, what have you been up to the last thirteen years?” I ask casually.

      “That’s a loaded question.”

      “You gonna answer it, or just avoid me the whole night?”

      “How successful do you think I’d be if I chose the latter?” she asks.

      I smile thinly. “Not very.”

      She nods. “As expected.”

      “You want a different question?”

      “Sure.”

      “What happened to your smile, Saoirse?”

      The question takes her off-guard. So much so that she actually looks me full in the face, right in the eye.

      And I can see part of the story.

      I see the hurt and pain and sadness that’s swallowed up her twenties. I see how hope and excitement and love and laughter have faded into the background of her life.

      “Has it been that bad?” I murmur.

      The tears are back, swimming across her eyes even as she tries to push them back.

      “It hasn’t been easy,” she says quietly.

      “I was sure when you insisted on staying that it was for something better.”

      Saoirse shakes her head. “I had to stay—”

      “For your father?” I interrupt.

      “It was more than a matter of his health. It was more than about who would look after him,” she explains. “I was worried for his life.”

      I sit and wait for her to continue.

      “Tristan Rearden,” she says.

      The way she says his name makes me dislike the fucker immediately.

      “He is…?”

      “My husband.”

      “Ah. I knew I didn’t like him.”

      She keeps her eyes trained on the fire. “I’ve known him since I was a kid. He’s older than I am and he was… Well, I suppose he had his eye on me since I was a teenager.”

      “So he’s a pedophile,” I snap, trying and failing to control my harsh tone.

      She doesn’t shy away from the word, though.

      In fact, she actually has the gall to offer up an explanation for it. “He never touched me when I was underage.”

      “Jesus, Saoirse,” I growl. “You don’t have to act on an instinct in order to qualify for the title. A pedophile is a pedophile whether he touches an underage girl or not. He preyed on you.”

      She smiles, but it’s a dark, joyless smile. Twisted and lonely. “He did do that, yes. He still does.”

      I glance at her hand again. She has it covered, but I can still see those scars as clear as day.

      “Is that why you did that?” I ask, jerking my head towards the evidence.

      “What makes you think I did?”

      “Saoirse.”

      “Cillian,” she retorts.

      “Don’t fuck with me.”

      She takes a deep breath and shakes her head. “Tristan is in the Kinahans’ pocket. One of their dirty cops. He had connections back then. He has more now.”

      I wait for her to finish the story, my skin crawling with foreboding.

      “He told me that my involvement with you made me a wanted woman, and the only way to save myself and my father…” She gulps, lips trembling, before finishing, “…was to marry him.”

      I stare at her in shock.

      Thirteen years of wondering why.

      And there it is: the truth.

      So simple.

      So ugly.

      “Is that why you turned me away that day?” I ask. “Is that why you said all those things to me?”

      She hesitates for a second. “Yes.”

      That’s all it takes to unleash a flood of anger in my chest.

      “Fuck!” I roar. I hurl a stick into the fire. It sprays furious sparks up into the canopy overhead.

      “Cillian!” she cries out. Something about her voice forces me back to calm. “I was eighteen. I was scared and alone and I felt… I feel responsible for my father. I couldn’t risk his life by leaving.”

      “So you stayed and married a fucking monster.”

      “Yes.”

      “And?”

      She looks at me with surprise. “And?”

      “What kind of husband was he? Is he?”

      “The kind you’d expect,” Saoirse says with a shrug. “He was the one that put me in jail. He likes to show me he’s in control.”

      “By putting his wife in jail?”

      “I mean, it is the first time he’s done this exact thing,” she admits. “But then, this is the first time I’ve run.”

      I stop short. “You… ran?”

      She nods, pointedly avoiding my eyes this time.

      “About a year ago, I reached a breaking point,” she says without actually giving me details. “I… I decided I was done. I needed to leave. I wanted to be free. So I put aside money, made plans for Da. And yesterday morning, I was planning on leaving Ireland for good.”

      I feel my chest tighten as a realization hits me square in the chest.

      “That was you,” I breathe. “Yesterday, outside the airport… That was you.”

      She nods slowly. “Yes, it was me.”

      “You saw me?”

      “Of course,” Saoirse replies as if it was always meant to be that way. Her tone is achingly sad.

      All I want to do is touch her, comfort her.

      But she doesn’t want that. And I still don’t know how to bridge this gulf between us.

      “I’ve been seeing you for the last thirteen years, Cillian,” she murmurs without looking at me. “Every time a man with blond hair walks past, I see you. Then I blink and you’re gone again.”

      Unable to resist any longer, I reach out and put my hand over hers.

      She freezes, but she doesn’t push me away, either.

      “You think you’re the only one seeing ghosts?” I admonish softly. “Saoirse, it was too painful thinking about you. It was too painful imagining you or talking about you.”

      My chest tightens and my tongue feels awkward and heavy. But I push on.

      Some things have to be said.

      “So I didn’t. I pushed you to the back of my mind and kept you there in an attempt to salvage the remnants of my heart. But you were always there, just a thought away. You never left.”

      “Was I?” she asks uncertainly.

      “Look at me,” I tell her. “I wouldn’t lie about this.”

      Her eyes soften a little, but her walls are still up. Higher than I can climb.

      “That one night with you got me through the last thirteen years, Cillian.”

      My body floods with inexplicable warmth.

      “Maybe that’s why we found each other when we did,” she ponders. “Maybe that’s what that night was about. I used to think it was my way out. That you were my way out. But that’s not true.”

      Her face is half in shadow, half in firelight. She looks unspeakably beautiful.

      But her eyes… she’s not seeing the glow of our one night together the way I’ve spent thirteen years seeing it.

      All she’s seeing is the nightmare that followed.

      “We were never meant to live happily ever after,” she presses on. “We were kids. And now, we’re strangers. There’s no fairytale ending here. We’ll always have that night. But it’s just that: just one night. And it happened a long, long time ago. There’s no such thing as getting it back.”
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      He’s gotten better about hiding his feelings.

      Or maybe he just never had a reason to before.

      It’s not like I have a stockpile of memories of Cillian to file through. It’s not like I have a legion of shared moments to dissect and study.

      One night.

      That’s all I have.

      And for some reason, I’m desperate to protect it.

      Even from him.

      Maybe even especially from him.

      But fuck, does he have to look so goddamn beautiful right now?

      All I want to do right now is run my fingers through those beautiful golden locks. I used to imagine a little child with hair like that. A child with the same carefree smile as Cillian’s.

      And a little bit of me in him or her, too. A reddish tinge to the hair, a wry twist in the grin.

      A child of ours.

      I shake my head, trying to dislodge the old fantasy.

      I stopped dreaming about children a long time ago. Around the same time I secretly got on birth control so that I’d never have to carry a baby with the same DNA as Tristan.

      But when I did dream, there was only ever one man who I could see fathering my children.

      And that’s exactly the reason I need to stay away from Cillian O’Sullivan.

      Because no matter which way I come at it, there’s no realistic route in which we can be together.

      In whatever future I see, Tristan’s shadow looms over us. The monster in my nightmares.

      Even when I’m fully fucking awake.

      “Where’d you go?” Cillian’s voice cuts through my thoughts.

      “Sorry,” I whisper. “It’s been a long couple of days.”

      “It’s been a long thirteen years,” he counters.

      I nod. “Truer words have never been spoken.”

      “You still look cold,” Cillian points out, moving a little closer to me.

      I cringe away instinctively.

      If he touches me… If I let him wind his way around my heart again…

      How am I ever gonna survive when he leaves?

      And mark my words—he will leave.

      I may not keep up with every move the Kinahans make. But I know enough to realize that shit is going to hit the fan soon.

      And when it does, the O’Sullivans will be caught right in the middle of it.

      There’s no place for me in his world. And I’m pretty sure he won’t want a place in mine.

      Not that I blame him for that.

      My world is a horrible place to live.

      “I’m fine,” I demur. “I’m okay.”

      “You know, it’s okay to admit that you need help sometimes, Saoirse.”

      I frown. “I’m not cold.”

      “Then why are you shivering?” he asks. That fucking smile… His expression changes as he regards me with exaggerated understanding. “Ohhh. Oh, I get it.”

      I wrinkle my nose in confusion. “Get what?”

      “You’re shivering because of me,” he explains with an all-knowing nod. “I’m making you weak in the knees. Primal reaction, really. Totally understandable. Seeing a man like me building a fire in the wilderness… You never had a chance of resisting.”

      I stare at him for a second before the laughter bubbles to my lips.

      The heaviness in my chest opens up and for a moment, I feel better than I have in years. I can’t remember the last time I laughed. About anything.

      “Shut up, idiot,” I snap, but he knows I’m smiling too hard to be serious.

      He’s still keeping his face carefully solemn. “What can I say? I have this effect on women. It’s a curse, really.”

      “Stop,” I say, pushing him gently with my hand.

      My hand falls against hard muscle and I almost succumb to an honest-to-goodness swoon right there in front of him. He’s a lot bigger than he used to be.

      I glance up and realize that he’s caught me staring directly at his biceps.

      “Yeah, I know,” he says knowingly, wagging his eyebrows at me. “And I barely workout.”

      “I don’t believe that for a second. You probably live at the gym.”

      “Flattered you think so,” he replies. “But not true. I actually built up all this muscle working the land.”

      “Excuse me?”

      His grins gets wider, but I can sense a certain sentimentality streak past his eyes.

      “Long story. True story, but a long one.”

      I look around. “It’s just you and me and the squirrels tonight,” I point out. “And I could use a story. I need a distraction from the cold.”

      “I fucking knew it.”

      I smile as he shrugs out of his jacket and forces it onto my shoulders.

      “But now you’ll be cold.”

      “Well,” Cillian says slyly, moving a little closer to me, “guess you’ll have to keep me warm then.”

      I can’t read him.

      I don’t know if he’s being deliberately flirty to try and feel me out, or if he just doesn’t give a shit either way, and he’s simply having fun.

      I decide to ignore him.

      “I’ll keep you warm,” I bargain, “if I can hear your story.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “I haven’t heard much of yours, though.”

      “All in good time,” I reply, as though we have an abundance of it.

      He smiles. “Fair enough. Let’s see then… I guess a lot of it starts and ends with Artem Kovalyov.”

      “He sounds important.”

      “He is. He was born the son of a don. Like me,” he says. “Except he was the only son. The only possible heir.”

      Cillian starts telling me about his past, but it feels like he’s talking about his friend more than himself. He frames every single story about himself around Artem Kovalyov.

      But I catch glimpses into the life he has led in Los Angeles.

      Some of it terrifying.

      Some of it exciting.

      All of it dangerous.

      “You changed countries, but you didn’t switch lives,” I chuckle, getting used to his consuming warmth.

      He laughs along with me. “No, I guess not. This is all I’ve ever known. It’s all I was ever meant to be.”

      “Not true,” I argue. “You can be anything you want.”

      He considers that for a minute. “I know,” he says. “But this is what I want. Not to be don. I don’t think I ever dreamed that big. But everything else: right-hand man to my brother…”

      He trails off. I remember the pain that engulfed his brother’s departure.

      “Have you heard from Sean since he left?” I ask quietly. “Does he know that you left Dublin shortly after he did?”

      He looks at me in surprise. “You remember his name.”

      “I remember everything,” I mumble awkwardly.

      Cillian tilts his head to the side and surveys me in a new way. Like he’s seeing a part of me he hadn’t known was still there.

      When he refuses to stop staring, I glare at him and dig my elbow into his side. “Well?” I ask. “Are you going to answer my question or not?”

      “I haven’t heard from Sean in over a decade,” he admits. “I tried to get in touch with him several times over the years. But…”

      “But?”

      Cillian sighs. “It’s like he disappeared into thin air.”

      “Do you suspect something happened to him?” I ask cautiously.

      “Life probably happened to him,” Cillian says with a sigh. “But if you’re asking if I think he’s still alive and out there—yes, I do. I believe I couldn’t ever find him because he didn’t want to be found.”

      “I’m sorry, Cillian,” I say, my hand twitching towards his. I suppress the instinct at the last second. “I know how much you loved him.”

      “I still do.” His voice is proud. Defiant.

      “Right,” I say, shaking my head. “Of course. That was a silly thing to say.”

      He smiles. It’s an open, sincere smile that pulls me in a little closer. “I know what you meant. But you know, Artem became a brother to me. I made my own family in L.A.”

      His words have my heart sinking so fast that the fire in front of us seems to blur and blend with the stars above.

      But I force my tone into calm when I speak.

      “Oh. I didn’t realize you have a family.”

      And I’m proud of how in control I sound when I speak.

      “Do you have kids, too?” I inquire.

      He’s quiet for a moment, and I feel my fear swell tenfold.

      I have no right to be upset. No right to feel betrayed or disappointed. But then, my feelings for Cillian have never been rational.

      “Would it upset you if I say yes?” he asks at last.

      I don’t meet his eye. I can’t.

      “I’d be happy for you,” I lie.

      Another pause. The cold inches into the tips of my fingers.

      And in the silence, I see his imagined family. It sure as hell doesn’t include me.

      A beautiful woman, dark-haired, dark-eyed. Some L.A. beauty with an infallible sense of confidence and legs that stretch on for miles.

      A child—no, two children. A boy who looks like Cillian. A girl who looks like a mix of both of them.

      A shared life that holds a billion tiny little moments that I can’t touch.

      “No, I don’t have children,” Cillian tells me eventually. “I don’t have a wife. When I said I made a family for myself, I was talking about Artem and the Bratva.”

      The relief coursing through my body feels like a glass of water after days of thirst.

      I know how selfish, how unreasonable I’m being.

      But I can’t seem to rein in my feelings where Cillian is concerned.

      He’s been a part of me for so long that it’s hard to come to terms with the inarguable presence of the real him, of seeing and speaking to him again.

      It’s hard to let go of the dream and see the reality instead.

      And the reality is: he’s not mine.

      Maybe he never was.

      “Oh,” I say quietly. “You never met anyone?”

      “Not anyone who matters,” he says in a voice so low I barely hear it.

      I want to ask him what he means by that, but I know I don’t have the right to.

      So I go with another question instead. “Why’d you come back, Cillian?”

      He gives a strange little laugh. The kind that says that life can be ironic and complicated and cruel, and sometimes it can catch you in between all three.

      “As it turned out, Artem’s uncle was the one who killed his father.”

      “No!” I breathe.

      “It gets worse,” he says with a sigh.

      The way he even tells me makes me realize just how dramatically our lives have diverged since he left.

      My life has always ever been hideous. Pathetic. Depressing.

      And on really good days… mundane.

      But he’s been living a real-life thriller.

      “Budimir tried to kill Artem, too. He tried to kill me. He very nearly succeeded on both counts,” he admits. “He left me lying in the muck and dirt. I was this close to death.”

      “What saved you?” I ask, my heart in my throat.

      “A little Mexican girl and her father,” Cillian explains. “They were my heroes that day. And every day since. They nursed me back to health. It took the better part of a year, but they did it.”

      I can see the affection and the gratitude in his eyes when he talks about them.

      “I spent a year of my life with them,” he tells me. “Leaving was harder than it should have been.”

      “They made quite an impression.”

      “Diego… He understood why I had to go,” Cillian says. “But Carlita… she took it hard.”

      Another image floats to mind. This one more terrifying than the last.

      A beautiful girl with caramel skin and the kind of smile that lights up a room. Sitting beside Cillian’s bedside, nursing him back to health.

      Those bonds can be powerful, born out of mutual vulnerability.

      “I’m assuming she’s Diego’s daughter?”

      “She is,” he confirms. “I’ve thought about calling. But I don’t know what to say right now.”

      “Tell her the truth,” I say. “Explain to her why you needed to leave.”

      “She’s too young to understand.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Too… young?”

      “Ten is a little early to wrap your head around duty and family and shit like that.”

      Oh. Ten.

      He chuckles under his breath and my eyes snap to him.

      “What?”

      “Nervous about something?” he asks innocently.

      I glare at him. “What would I have to be nervous about?”

      “Just got the feeling that you wanted me all to yourself.”

      His tone is mildly teasing, but I can hear the seriousness behind the question.

      Is he trying to figure out just how deep my feelings for him go?

      “Your ego has definitely gotten bigger.”

      “It’s an appropriate size,” he replies defensively. “To accommodate my many talents and skills.”

      “You forgot about your looks.”

      “Never.”

      I shake my head at him. “You are unbelievable.”

      “Why, thank you for noticing.”

      I laugh again. How is he managing to wrench these sounds out of me? I thought I’d lost them forever.

      I thought that, once you’d experienced certain levels of pain, there was no going back. No feeling anything remotely like joy.

      And yet somehow, in the midst of this cold night, he’s making me feel warm.

      Light.

      Carefree.

      “You haven’t answered my question, though,” I point out. “Why did you come back?”

      “Well, that year I spent with Diego and Carla, my body was broken. My mind very nearly was, too. I spent a lot of time in bed, staring at the ceiling, trying to figure out what the fuck my purpose in life was.”

      “And you had an epiphany?”

      “All the shit I’d buried the day I left for Los Angeles… Well, let’s just say I couldn’t keep it buried any longer. I’d allowed myself to be chased off when I should have stayed and fought. Not just for my place in the family, but for my right to choose my own path.”

      “You were eighteen,” I point out. “So young.”

      “So?” he asks. “People use age like a fucking shield. Youth doesn’t rob you of your senses. It doesn’t rob you of your intellect. Sure, people make stupid choices sometimes, but that’s not restricted to teenagers.”

      I smile. “You’re right about that.”

      “I knew how I felt at eighteen. Those feelings were real. They were valid. They still are.”

      His voice is fierce and undeniable. I shiver at everything it implies. Everything it means—for him. For me.

      For us.

      “It was time for me to come home,” he continues. “Time for me to stand up to the bastards who chased me off.”

      “Does that include your father?” I ask.

      He gives me a curious look.

      I blush. “Sorry.”

      “No,” he laughs. “Don’t be. My father is one of those bastards, probably… but I think he’s the bastard who taught me the most.”

      “How’d the reunion go?”

      He takes a deep breath. “Well, we made it an hour in without strangling each other. Then the Irish secret police stormed the mansion, took my parents hostage, broke my brother’s leg, and left. So… pretty well, all things considered, I suppose.”

      I blanch as my stomach drops. “Jesus,” I breathe. “They broke your brother’s leg?”

      “They thought he was me.”

      “The Murtaghs don’t forget a grudge.”

      “Yeah, it’s what keeps them young,” Cillian laughs bitterly.

      “How can you joke about this?”

      “Because if I don’t joke, I may as well bend over and let the world fuck me,” he fires back without hesitation. “And that is not my style.”

      I shake my head at him. Even in the face of betrayal and tragedy, he doesn’t change.

      He is who he is. True to himself.

      The same soul he was when he was a teenager on a rooftop somewhere in Dublin, kissing me and making me promises he swore he would keep.

      “Your parents are prisoners of the Kinahan mafia,” I point out. “It’s kind of a serious issue.”

      “Not for long,” Cillian says with the kind of conviction that I wish I had. “I’m getting them back. I was actually in the process of doing just that when I stumbled across you in that holding cell.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “I kind of derailed your plans, huh?”

      He shrugs. “It was worth it.”

      “You made things a whole lot more complicated for yourself by breaking me out of there, Cillian.”

      “Oh, I’m aware.”

      “Still worth it?”

      “A hundred percent.”

      “Why?”

      He hesitates a moment. His eyes find mine and I can tell he’s measuring the weight of his response.

      Then he says what he’s thinking.

      Like he always has.

      “It was the right thing to do,” he explains simply. “I’d do it all over again.”
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          Somewhere In The Woods

        

      

    

    
      I wake up the next morning with a raging hard-on…

      And Saoirse nowhere in sight.

      I can still smell her on my clothes. She fell asleep tucked against my side, nestled perfectly against me like she was always meant to be there.

      Took some convincing, though. I had to convince her that her fucking nipples would freeze off in the cold if she didn’t huddle close.

      She’s every bit as stubborn as she was at eighteen.

      And twice as beautiful.

      Which made it doubly hard for me to keep my hands to myself. But that is exactly what I did.

      Part of me thinks getting shot by Budimir was more torturous.

      As we talked through most of the night, her smiles had come a little easier each time. But her walls sure as hell didn’t come down. And now, who knows where the fuck she’s gone?

      I run my hands over my face in exasperation and get to my feet.

      “Saoirse?” I call out.

      With the sun sitting high in the sky, the entire landscape is illuminated. Beyond the trees, I can see the vast meadow of grass stretching out for miles around.

      Off in the distance, I can see the gleaming husk of the Rolls Royce with its burned-out engine.

      At my feet, the ashy remnants of the fire smolder. And next to it, scribbled in the dirt…

      I frown.

      Is that supposed to be… me?

      I kneel next to it and scrutinize the doodle etched in the soft loam. It’s a sleeping man with a very familiar contour to his face. Given how crude the canvas is, I’m amazed and impressed by the lifelike beauty of the drawing.

      “Maidin mhaith,” murmurs a voice in lilting Irish.

      Good morning.

      I turn around to find Saoirse standing a few feet away from me, peering down with an amused smile dancing on the edge of her lips.

      “I thought you’d left me to the wolves,” I remark.

      She smiles. “We don’t have wolves out here.”

      “I was speaking metaphorically.”

      She’s still got my trench coat wrapped around her slight frame. It swallows up her body, making her look even smaller, even skinnier.

      In the bright light of day, she looks even more breathtaking.

      Her eyes are so hypnotically blue that I can’t help staring, even as I notice her start to squirm under the unyielding attention.

      Her hair is still wild, a mess of curls and waves that cascades down her shoulders. She looks tired. Worn. Resigned.

      It looks like she’s regressed back into sadness.

      She’s probably thought herself out of all the progress we’d made last night. The fragile truce we managed to find seems to be teetering on a knife’s edge, in danger of falling off one side or the other.

      “Did you do this?” I ask, pointing to the sand at my feet.

      She doesn’t even glance down.

      “I woke up early,” she replies with a shrug that’s half-nonchalant, half-embarrassed. “And… I like to draw.”

      “Well, goddamn,” I say. “It’s amazing. Really, insanely beautiful. And not just the model—the artwork is really nice, too.”

      She can’t help laughing at that one. “You sure I deserve any of the credit?”

      “I mean, clearly, my classical good looks did half the work for you,” I joke. “But come on… you’re an artist.”

      “No, I’m not,” she says immediately. Her tone is clipped, almost defensive.

      I grit my teeth. “Let me guess: that fucker you’re married to told you that you weren’t good enough.”

      She looks up in surprise, giving herself away at once.

      “Come on,” she says instead of responding to my guess. “We need to get back to the car. Find a way back to the city.”

      “Saoirse.”

      “What, Cillian?” she hisses impatiently. “It’s just a drawing. No big deal.”

      I ignore that. “How often do you draw?”

      “I don’t know. Sometimes. Not often.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t have the time.”

      “You need to make time.”

      “To draw pictures?” she asks incredulously. “I’m not a child anymore. I don’t have the luxury of wasting the day away with doodling.”

      “And what makes you think this is a waste?”

      I’m suddenly furious. Furious at how trapped she seems. At how much she seems to hate herself.

      Like enjoying life for even a moment is a sin, a mistake, a vulnerability.

      I’m sizzling with rage, fuming fucking mad at how little she believes she deserves.

      And I’m not even thinking about the fucker she’s married to.

      It feels like she’s trapped herself. She’s imprisoned behind bars of her own making, the voice inside her head telling her she’s not good enough.

      Not strong enough.

      Not brave enough.

      “He’s broken you,” I say without thinking.

      Her blue eyes flash with anger. That little peace we found? It just fell off the edge.

      And broke into a million little shards.

      “Yeah?” she seethes. “Glad you could come all this way to point that out to me.”

      I wince. “Saoirse, I wasn’t trying…”

      “No, fuck you!” she snaps. “We can’t all be as brave and as strong as you, Cillian. We can’t all let pain rolls off our backs like it doesn’t fucking burn. We can’t all stare death in the face and keep our smile at the end of it. We don’t all get to escape to another country when shit gets hard.”

      “That’s not fucking fair.”

      “Finally caught on, have you?” she demands, throwing up her hands in frustration. “Life is not fair!”

      She strides over to the fire and kicks up a cloud of dust, destroying her drawing of me in the process.

      But I watch her face when she does it.

      And I see the truth.

      She hates herself for doing it. Her jaw tightens further every time she sees another graceful line disappearing into the dirt.

      But she does it to make a point. To prove to me just how little she thinks of her own talent.

      Or maybe to prove just how little any of it matters.

      Once the drawing is completely gone, she straightens up and turns to me, shrugging off my coat. She tosses it at me with her chest rising and falling rapidly. “I need you to take me back to my house. Now.”

      I look her dead in the eye. “No.”

      She may be stubborn.

      But I invented the fucking word.

      “No?” she balks.

      “That’s what I said,” I tell her calmly. “I’m not taking you back there. I’m not taking you back to that motherfucker.”

      “That’s not your call.”

      “I’ve just made it my call,” I reply. “Deal with it.”

      “Jesus, Cillian. You have enough on your plate with the Murtaghs and the Kinahans,” she points out. “You really wanna bring Tristan into this, too?”

      “I’ve always liked a challenge.”

      “This is not a game, Cillian.”

      “Wrong. That’s exactly what it is. And I intend to win it.”

      I grab my phone and check for cell phone reception. Like a gift from the heavens, I’ve got two full bars and an intermittent third. Good enough to get the job done.

      I send a text to Rory with my location and a request for a lift.

      He texts back almost immediately.

      Stay by the road. I’ll be there in half an hour.

      I turn around and realize that Saoirse has left me and she’s almost halfway to the Rolls.

      “Baothóg!” I curse under my breath as I start to run after her.

      Foolish fucking woman.

      It takes me only a minute to catch up to her despite the sleep-induced stiffness in my legs. When I do, I grab her by the shoulder and whirl her around.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” I ask.

      “I’m going home,” she snaps instantly. “You can go wherever the hell you want.”

      “You’re actually going back to a man you don’t love, to continue a marriage you don’t want to be a part of?” I ask, more curious than angry at this moment.

      “I don’t have to explain myself to you.”

      “You kinda do, if you expect me to let you go off by yourself.”

      She takes a step right up into my face. The fire in her eyes is back.

      And just like that, my cock’s hard again.

      “Let me?” she repeats furiously. “Let me?”

      “Saoirse—”

      “I am not yours to keep,” she hisses. “I am not yours to control. I am not yours to order around. For fuck’s sake, why do men think that’s their God-given right?”

      I reach out to calm her. But she swats my hands away as though she’s afraid of catching on fire.

      “No,” she spits at me. “You don’t have to save me, Cillian. Whatever notions you have about me being a damsel in distress, get rid of them now, because I don’t need a knight in shining armor.”

      “Good. I prefer Brioni suits.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Excuse me. I forgot this is all a big fucking joke to you.”

      “Things can be serious and funny at the same time,” I point out. “In fact, that’s pretty much the only way they can be.”

      “Screw you. Find something funny in that.”

      I have to try really hard to keep my smile from breaking through the surface. It’s kind of perverse how much I love fighting with her.

      I realize that it’s been years—over a decade—since I’ve had this kind of volatile back and forth.

      Since I’ve cared enough to have it.

      The women I’d been with in Los Angeles had fallen into my bed the moment I’d looked their way. Their panties were off when I smiled. The rest of it was fucking child’s play.

      But Saoirse…

      She’s the only woman I’ve come across who puts up a fight.

      Hell, she’s the kind of woman who’ll put up a fight even with her legs spread wide.

      I shake that thought out of my head. Mostly because I really don’t want to get any harder than I already am.

      She ignores the car when she reaches it and just starts walking up the road with a determined hitch in her step. I frown, following behind her at a relaxed pace.

      “Where exactly are you going?”

      “I’m gonna keep walking until someone drives by,” she snaps.

      “Sounds an awful lot like hitchhiking.”

      “That’s the plan, genius.”

      “What are you gonna tell your dearly beloved husband when you get home?” I ask. “Or are you just gonna waltz back into that holding cell like you never left?”

      She doesn’t answer, although her walk gets a little more aggressive.

      “Just curious,” I continue. “Not trying to tell you what to do or anything. I don’t want to control you.”

      “Don’t be an asshole.”

      “Can’t help it,” I reply. “Part of the package.”

      She groans, but she doesn’t slow down. I’m not worried, though. It’s a long stretch of road with no end in sight. Rory will find us without a problem.

      “You realize you don’t have to follow me, right?”

      I grin even though she’s not looking at me. “I don’t mind. I like the view from back here.”

      She comes to an immediate stop.

      “Change of plans?” I ask innocently.

      “Cillian O’Sullivan,” she snaps, “I am not your problem.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” I retort.

      She frowns. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      She’s so riled up that she doesn’t even hear the sound of the car coming our way. She’s busy trying to remember why she’s staring daggers at me.

      And then it rounds the bend and catches her eye.

      Immediately, her expression floods with relief. She jumps onto the road and waves her hands frantically to stop the driver.

      Not that she needs to. This particular car was always going to stop for us.

      I’ll let her figure that out herself.

      Her hair swims around her face as though it’s got a life of its own. I just stand back and watch, marveling at the undeniable presence of her.

      I can spy Rory in the driver’s seat. He looks mildly amused to see me standing out on the roadside with such a crazed, fiery she-devil.

      As Saoirse runs to his window, he rolls it down.

      “Hey,” she says breathlessly. “Do you mind giving me a ride back into the city?”

      He smiles. “Not at all. Hop in.”

      “Thanks,” she says, rushing around the car so she can hop into the passenger seat.

      She’s so busy buzzing with relief that she doesn’t notice me clambering into the car from the other side.

      Only when our doors slam shut at the same time does she turn around and glare at me.

      “This is my ride.”

      I smirk. “Is it?” I ask before glancing at Rory. I lie across the backseat and kick my legs up so that my feet are leaning against Saoirse’s headrest. “Thanks for picking us up, man.”

      Her eyes go wide with shock as she starts to understand. “Wait… what?”

      She glances between Rory and me.

      “Not even two days back and you’ve already got drama with a girl,” Rory mutters, shaking his head at me. “Some things never change, eh?”

      “Oh my God,” Saoirse gasps. “You called him!”

      “I’m a knight in shining armor, remember?” I say, throwing her a wink. “Consider this my horse.”

      She groans and glances at Rory cautiously. “What are the chances of you letting me out of this car?”

      “Less than zero, love,” he replies without so much as glancing at her.

      “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” she scowls before twisting around in her seat, radiating fury. “You can’t just take me wherever you want! It’s called abduction.”

      “I see it more as a rescue operation.”

      “I told you before—I don’t need rescuing.”

      “I beg to differ.”

      “Why?” she demands. “Because you’re the big swinging dick in Ireland now?”

      “No,” I reply calmly, “because I have the ability to be objective here. And you do not.”

      “I know my own mind, asshole.”

      “Then tell me why you’re going back to an abusive, ungrateful motherfucker,” I say. “And don’t say you’re scared of him. Fear isn’t a good enough reason.”

      Rory must be listening and putting the pieces together, because he looks up at me in the rearview mirror with a panicked gleam in his eyes. “Cillian, tell me this isn’t Saoirse fucking Connelly.”

      I whistle, impressed. “Wow. Your reputation precedes you, Saoirse.”

      “Actually, this is about your fucking reputation, Cillian,” Rory balks, his tone shifting completely. “This is what got you driven out of Dublin in the first place!”

      “Careful, Rory. You’re starting to sound like Da.”

      “The clan needs a man like him.”

      I keep my feet up, but my tone drops an octave and gets icy-cold.

      “I’m not my father, Rory,” I growl. “Nor do I want to be. I may not be the don you’re used to, but I’m the one you’ve got. And for as long as that’s the case, you can keep your opinions to yourself. Is that understood?”

      I don’t blink. Don’t budge. I just stare at him in the mirror and show him with my shimmering eyes that I mean every fucking word of what I just said.

      “Yes, Don Cillian,” he replies softly. “I understand.”

      “Good man,” I say, relenting. “Now drive the fucking car.”
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      The rest of the ride is more or less silent.

      There’s a strange new sense of formality in the air between the three of us. Rory’s eyes are trained on the road, his hands gripped around the steering wheel.

      He seems more reserved now. At least compared to his body language when I’d first gotten into the car.

      It’s amazing how, with only a few words, Cillian has managed to completely change the dynamic between them.

      Of course, you can’t really tell looking at Cillian.

      He’s still lounging in the back seat, his feet kicked up, his legs pressed up against my headrest. He’s humming something under his breath.

      Like we’re on a fucking road trip.

      The man is an enigma.
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      We end up in a part of Dublin that I’ve only ever heard about.

      It’s filled with lush trees and acres of greenery, not the shithole neighborhoods I grew up in, with crumbling houses stacked on top of each other and trash piling up on the curbs.

      The houses we pass are beautiful. In most cases, that word doesn’t even do them justice.

      I’m slightly confused when the houses fade away and nature takes over fully.

      “Where are we…?”

      And then I see it coming up at the end of the road.

      Large wrought iron gates so tall I can’t see beyond them. Rory gives a little honk as we approach and the gates part faster than I would have thought possible on smooth, silent hinges.

      We drive right through without slowing and onto a private driveway that leads to the most magnificent house I’ve ever seen.

      Actually, the word “house” falls far short of what the structure in front of me feels like.

      Palace?

      Mansion?

      Those words fit a little better.

      I don’t think I’ve ever been in a compound quite like this one. Quite apart from the building itself, every blade of grass in the surrounding gardens looks like it’s been placed there by an artist. Every leaf. Every petal of every flower.

      The attention to detail and the luxury are as stunning as they are overwhelming.

      Rory stops the vehicle in front of the main entrance. Only then are the doors unlocked.

      Cillian is the first one out, not bothering to even so much as glance back at us. But I linger in my seat.

      Rory turns to me, and I’m surprised to see that he looks concerned.

      “Are you okay, miss?”

      “I… I’m not sure.”

      He gives me a gentle smile. “I don’t know what you’ve heard about the O’Sullivan clan. But we don’t bite.”

      “Can you speak for him?” I ask, gesturing to Cillian, who’s up towards the front door.

      Rory smiles. “Oh, that one? He definitely bites.” Then his smile softens. “Come on, love.”

      Left with no choice, I follow him out of the car and into the mansion.

      The interior is no less impressive than the façade. The ceilings are impossibly high, so much that I have to squint to see the polished rafters above. The floors at our feet are gleaming wood, rich and textured and scrubbed until I can practically see my own reflection.

      The walls are simple—an understated white—but that only serves to make everything adorning them look more glamorous. Art and exquisite wrought lamps and tiny carvings all along the crown molding.

      In the center of the main foyer, a chandelier dripping with jewels in sharp modern cuts reflects light in every direction.

      It’s a marvel.

      Cillian is standing off to the side, watching my fascination.

      “Is this really where you grew up?” I ask in awe.

      He looks around like he’s seeing it for the first time. “Seems a little over-the-top, doesn’t it?”

      “Very.”

      He nods. “You hungry?”

      “What?”

      “Are you hungry?” he asks slowly. “You probably haven’t eaten in a while.”

      He’s right. In fact, I think it’s been longer. I want to be able to turn him down, but now that hunger is a conscious thought, my stomach rumbles.

      “I can eat.”

      His grin gets a little wider as he gestures for me to follow him.

      He leads me through the broad curves of the house. And I realize that there seem to be few sharp angles that I can see. It’s like the entire place has been built in undulating hooks and arches.

      Maybe it was necessary, given all the glass and granite that I can see.

      The kitchen is predictably massive. There’s an insanely huge pantry off in one corner and the entire kitchen counter faces a set of white French doors. Beyond the open doors, a sloping garden ranges down towards a patio that overlooks the lake.

      “Goddamn,” I breathe, moving towards the French doors.

      A moment later, I feel Cillian at my shoulder. “I haven’t been able to appreciate this view in quite a while,” he admits. “In some ways, we’re seeing it together for the first time.”

      “Did you miss it?” I ask.

      “I missed the people more,” he tells me. “But yeah, I missed the place, too. More than I thought I would.”

      I glance at his profile. There’s a light layer of stubble coating his jaw now. It makes him look a little more distinguished, a little more serious.

      That is, until he turns to me and smiles.

      Then the seriousness dissolves behind mischief and charm and I have to drop my gaze to keep from blushing.

      “You’ve missed this view, too, huh?” he asks suggestively as he points at his own face.

      “Ass,” I mutter, moving towards the kitchen island.

      Laughing, Cillian follows me there and starts rifling around in the gargantuan stainless steel fridge. I could climb in there and curl up with room to spare.

      “Hallelujah!” he crows, pulling out a heaping dish covered over with foil. “Fiona’s famous Irish stew. I used to dream about this shit when I was in California.”

      He removes the foil and portions a couple of ladles into two blue bowls from a cupboard under the island. Once it’s warmed in the microwave for a couple of minutes, he hands me a bowl.

      The smell wafting up to greet me is so damn good that I want to dive in right away. I burn my tongue on the first bite, but even that pain isn’t enough to dull the flavor.

      “Wow,” I breathe. “You weren’t kidding.” The taste of juicy mutton seeps into my taste buds and I sigh with relief.

      “Good, right?”

      “Amazing,” I agree. “My compliments to the chef.”

      “Good ol’ Fiona. She’s been with the family for decades.”

      “I take it your mother didn’t cook much?”

      Cillian laughs as though the idea of his mother cooking is the funniest joke he’s heard all day.

      “My mother is a mafia wife,” he explains. “She doesn’t cook. She plans and plots and strategizes. She keeps the peace, but prepares for war.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Is that what a mafia wife does?”

      “That and so much more,” Cillian says, shoveling a huge spoon of stew into his mouth. “It’s no easy job. You have to juggle a hundred different roles and a thousand different egos. Few women have managed as successfully as Ma.”

      “Why do you think that is?”

      Cillian shrugs. “Simple. She and Da… they’re a team. While his colleagues spent their nights with mistresses and whores, Da was home with her.”

      “A real life love story.”

      “You could say that,” Cillian says. “They’ve had their struggles over the years. But they met young. Grew up together.”

      “Really?”

      “I think they were teenagers when they met.”

      I look up at him, and neither of us have to speak to understand what the other one is thinking.

      We were teenagers, too…

      I can feel his eyes on me, but I don’t want to see the expression on his face. I don’t want to deal with the accusation. With that sense of betrayal I’ve felt from day one of my marriage.

      “So, you married him right after I left Dublin?” he asks softly.

      I can barely speak. “Yes.”

      “Because you were trying to protect your father.”

      “I know you don’t understand—”

      “I understand that you were doing what you thought you had to,” he says, cutting me off. “And maybe you were right to do so at the time.”

      “But you don’t believe that?”

      “What I believe doesn’t matter.”

      “Stop being so mature,” I snap at him.

      He laughs. “You’re right. Very out of character for me. Felt weird.”

      I let a smile break through, but my cheek muscles feel strangely tight. Or maybe I’m just tired.

      Now that I think about it, actually, I’m bone-deep exhausted.

      Cillian must notice it, too, because just then, he says, “There’s a room upstairs for you. Someone will show you to it.”

      I take a deep breath. “You’re really going to keep me here, Cillian?”

      “I’m trying to protect you,” he says gently.

      I shake my head. “Cillian… Tristan is not a man you want to cross. I tried, and look where it landed me.”

      “I remember—in a fucking cell, Saoirse,” he snarls, his tone darkening. “And you want me to just hand you back to that psychopath?”

      “He won’t hurt me,” I lie smoothly.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because he’s… Well, he thinks of me as his. I’m his property. He wants to control me, yes. But he won’t hurt me.”

      “So you’re saying he’s never hurt you in the past?”

      “No.”

      “Look at me and say that to my face.”

      I shake my head, refusing. “Why do you have to make this so hard?”

      “I’m trying to make it simple for you,” he retorts. “If someone is hurting you, stay the fuck away from them.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “Jesus!” he roars, standing up so fast he almost upends the bowl in front of him. “What has he done to you?”

      I make the mistake of looking him in the eye. When I do, I feel my stomach drop.

      He’s looking at me like he barely recognizes me.

      It’s a fucking gut punch.

      “I’ve changed, Cillian,” I say, owning my own weaknesses. “I’m not the girl you met thirteen years ago.”

      “That’s a lie,” he says fiercely. “The girl I met thirteen years ago is still there. She’s just been stifled and oppressed and silenced. She’s trapped. And part of that is on him. But part of it is in your head, Saoirse.”

      “In my head?” I repeat, trying not to let his words get to me. “I—”

      I stop short, feeling a strange new coldness spreading through my body. It’s the kind that accompanies an unwelcome realization.

      The kind you want to run from.

      The kind that denial has cloaked you from for years.

      I stare at him, trying to refute him.

      But there’s no way I can do that.

      He’s right.

      All these years, I thought the abuse was just physical. But Tristan has been casting his net over me for so long that I haven’t even realized that it was happening.

      I feel tied to him.

      I feel the need to go back or face even worse consequences if I don’t.

      “Saoirse.”

      His fingers intwine with mine, so soft and gentle that I just want to dissolve into him and let out all the pent-up sobs that have been years in the making.

      I could. It’d be so easy.

      Let him care.

      Let him protect.

      Let him rescue me.

      Instead, I jerk away from him. “I don’t want to talk anymore.”

      His eyes are regretful but unrepentant. Somehow, the distinction makes sense in my head.

      “Okay,” he sighs. “Rory will show you the way.”

      I walk out of the kitchen and find Rory standing a few feet away. He’s waiting by the glass panels that line the entire wing of the house.

      The view of the lake is spectacular from every angle. But its beauty is lost on me right now. My head is spinning too fast.

      “Cillian said you’d show me to a room.”

      “Yes,” Rory says with a courteous nod. “Follow me.”

      He leads me up the staircase, towards the second story. Most homes would have rows of family pictures lined up along the staircase wall.

      But in the O’Sullivan home, there are only exotic tribal masks from cultures around the world.

      They’re all beautiful. Clearly expensive. But there’s a certain cold detachment about the collection. It says a lot about the person who put them there.

      This is a house where people wear masks all the time. Where no one says what they truly feel.

      Except for Cillian.

      He’s never worn a mask. He’s shown me his true self since the day we met.

      So why can’t I do the same for him?

      The staircase ends at a broad landing, but I’m barely paying attention anymore. I just want to be in a quiet, dark space. Somewhere without his overwhelming presence suffocating me.

      “Here you go,” Rory says, pushing open a door on the left for me.

      “Thank you.” I slip inside.

      The door clicks shut behind me and I look around at the room. Like the rest of the house, it’s spacious, luxurious, and pleasantly warm. The bed is the focal point, a massive naked four-poster that sits adjacent to huge bay windows.

      I go to the windows and look out. I can see the gardens sloping down the hill into a flat patch of grass that leads to the lake’s edge.

      Even when I can’t see Cillian, I feel his presence.

      And it’s not just this house, either. It’s the mere knowledge that he’s back in Dublin. Back in my world.

      It’s funny, really. I’ve spent years upon years dreaming of the man. But in those dreams, he never came back. That was never really part of the fantasy. Mainly because I knew it wasn’t possible for us to have a future given everything I’ve been through.

      My fantasies consisted mostly of rewritten pasts.

      I dreamed of a world in which I’d left with Cillian when he held out his hand and asked me to go.

      If not that, then one in which Tristan never existed and Cillian had always stayed in Dublin.

      Or if not that, then one in which I got on that flight to Los Angeles a couple days ago and Tristan never caught me. Never dragged me home. Never forced me back into the cage he’d built for me the day we’d exchanged rings.

      All those alternatives felt easier to process, easier to absorb.

      But this?

      This feels almost… cruel.

      Cillian is back. And yet I still feel trapped. More than I ever have before.

      Because what I want is right in front of me.

      And I know I can’t have it.

      Tristan is right. He was right all along. I was just too stubborn, too proud, too defiant to see it.

      I am his.

      And there’s no escaping him.
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      “You brought her back here?” Kian balks.

      “Where else would I have taken her?”

      Kian’s on forced bedrest for the next few weeks while Dr. Doyle monitors his progress. He looks better, but I can tell his leg is killing him. Every time he moves too abruptly, his face turns purple for a few seconds.

      If he hadn’t taken the quasi-literal bullet for me, so to speak, I might have had to laugh.

      “Jesus, Cillian,” Kian grimaces.

      “Are you about to give me a lecture, little brother?”

      Kian sighs like he’s considering it, and then shrugs. “I suppose we’re in enough shit already. This can’t do any more damage.”

      “That’s the spirit!” I say. “Always knew you were an optimist.”

      Kian laughs, but it’s followed by a wince. “Fuck, this hurts,” he sighs.

      “You big baby.”

      He gives me a glare. “I knew I’d regret taking the hit for you.”

      “Still can’t believe you did that.”

      “You’d have done it for me.”

      “You’re right. Glad I didn’t, though. Looks like it sucks.”

      I plop into a seat and rest my feet up on Kian’s bed. He gives me an annoyed glance, but I just return it with a grin.

      “So?” he remarks.

      “So what?”

      “What was it like seeing her again?”

      I can understand his curiosity, but something holds me back.

      What was it like? Thirteen years of imagining the moment didn’t do it justice.

      I don’t say that, though. Wouldn’t even know where to begin with explaining how it felt.

      “It was fucking weird,” I say in the end. “I found her in a goddamn holding cell.”

      “Oof. Tristan Rearden is going to be an issue,” Kian says. “They’re piling up.”

      “I can take that motherfucker.”

      “Don’t underestimate him,” Kian warns. “He may be a Kinahan thug, but he’s a thug with connections.”

      “I’ve got connections, too. Connection One and Connection Two, right here.” I waggle my fists in the air one at a time and flex.

      But Kian doesn’t bite on the joke. Truthfully, I’m not feeling it, either.

      He’s right. We have problems that need solutions.

      “Any new leads?” he inquires.

      I grit my teeth. He doesn’t have to explain what he’s talking about.

      Ma and Da are who-the-fuck-knows-where with some very bad people. The clock is ticking. And we have jack shit to go off of.

      “I’ll find them both,” I promise him. “Don’t worry, brother. I’ve got this.”

      “Do you?” Kian asks. “How?”

      “I’m still figuring that part out.”

      “Jesus. You don’t have a plan, do you?”

      “I like to wing it.”

      Kian closes his eyes for a moment. “Da’s gonna kill me if he survives.”

      “Ma will probably kill you first,” I point out. “But don’t worry—I’ll try and protect you.”

      “You’ll try, huh?”

      “Of course. So long as it doesn’t mess with my plans for the day.”

      “Asshole.”

      I laugh, and Kian joins in after a second.

      But when we relapse into silence, the enormity of our current position settles over both of us.

      “I’m gonna have to talk to the men,” I realize.

      “I’ve briefed them already,” Kian replies. “But I think it’s important that they hear from you. You’re the don now, Cillian. But it’s not just about being handed the reins.”

      The unspoken sentiment is clear: I have to earn this shit. Nothing in life comes free. Not leadership nor love.

      The men need to know I’m capable of this.

      “You know I’ve got your back, right?” Kian says.

      I chuckle. “Yeah, you’re going to be a real help all holed up here in your room.”

      Kian wrinkles his brow. “Y’know, you used to be nicer when I was ten.”

      “It was easy. You worshipped me back then.”

      “What makes you think I stopped?” he asks. Kind of softly. Kind of sadly.

      A lump rises in my throat, but I push it down and nod. “I’m sorry I left the way I did, Kian.”

      “You don’t have to—”

      I raise a hand to cut him off. “I wish I could have said goodbye to you. I wish I could have explained.”

      “I know,” Kian sighs. “I was pissed. Some days, I still am. But other days, I get it. You were a kid yourself and you were kicked out of the family. Da left you on your own when he should have fought for you.”

      It means a lot to hear him say those words. I know that’s what he would have done in Da’s position.

      But then, I shouldn’t be surprised.

      Kian was always loyal to a fault. He didn’t speak to Da for weeks after he forced Sean to kill his dog.

      Of course, Da didn’t exactly notice, but the gesture was not lost on me. It wasn’t lost on Sean, either.

      “Have you heard from Sean at all?” I ask suddenly.

      Kian sighs. “I tried for a long time to track him down. But—”

      “He doesn’t want to be found.”

      “That’s what I think, too,” Kian agrees with a nod. “I’m still trying not to take it personally.”

      “Da knows his shit when it comes to the clan,” I say. “But he fucked up royally with the family.”

      “Sometimes, I think he knows it, too.”

      “You think?”

      “It’s in the eyes,” Kian says simply.

      I can’t help but smile at that one.

      But Kian’s busy rubbing his own eyes sleepily. The habit reminds me of the boy he was at ten.

      Out of nowhere, I feel a stab of disappointment for all those years I’d lost. I wasn’t there to give him his first beer, to pick him up after his first date. To teach him how to be a man.

      I wasn’t there at all.

      “You’re tired,” I say, getting to my feet. “Time to get some rest.”

      “Fuck, I haven’t felt this drugged out in a long time. Not since I broke my arm a couple years ago.”

      “You broke your arm?”

      “The left one. Got the scar to prove it.”

      “What happened?”

      “Usual shit. Kinahan thugs thought they could ambush me in a club. They wanted to beat the hell out of me. They broke my arm, but I was the only one who walked away from that little encounter.”

      Once again, I have to remind myself that Kian has lived a full life while I’d been living mine in Los Angeles.

      “We’ll need to swap stories sometime.”

      Kian grins sleepily at me. “I’m looking forward to it, brother.”
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      I slip out of his room and head to Da’s office. I’ve purposefully stayed away from it—mainly because Da’s presence is still so fucking oppressive.

      It’s like he’s in the damn walls.

      Watching me.

      Judging me.

      Questioning every fucking decision I make.

      I sit behind his desk, push hard against the backrest, and prop my feet up on the shiny sleek surface. If Da saw me now, he’d probably have a fucking conniption.

      My first thought is, Fuck him. I can do what I want.

      But then I grit my teeth and put my feet back down.

      Because sometimes, you just have to be a fucking grown-up.

      Even if it kills you.

      The overhead lights are dimmed almost to blackness and the curtains are heavy and thick over the windows. I walk over and hurl them open to let in the moonlight, then I crank the dimmer dial up.

      Da liked his office space to be dark and cut off from the rest of the house.

      Not me. I want the light coming in.

      I dial in Artem’s number and switch to speaker. The dial tone reverberates around the room as the portrait of my grizzled grandfather stares at me from across the room.

      Old bastard looks angry. Disappointed in me already.

      “Yeah,” I murmur to his painted face, “I’m not what you expected. But maybe that’s a good thing. Someone to let the light in.”

      “Hello?”

      “Artem,” I croon. “Miss me yet?”

      “Yet?” he replies, and I can sense the smile in his tone. “You disappeared on me for a whole fucking year, and it still took eleven and a half months for me to remember you weren’t there.”

      I choke back laughter. “I was fighting for my life, you son of a bitch.”

      “Allegedly,” he jokes. “How do I know you weren’t just kicking back on a beach in Hawaii with a model and a bottle?”

      “That’s a Kovalyov kind of move,” I hit back. “Us O’Sullivans do things differently.”

      “So you’re an Irishman again, eh? They haven’t re-kicked you out of the clan yet?” Artem asks. “Esme bet me you’d last a month. I said twenty-four hours.”

      “Liar! Your wife would never bet against me. She loves me.”

      “She’s good at pretending.”

      “To be the one sleeping with you, she’d have to be, wouldn’t she?”

      His laughter dies. “Too fucking far.”

      I laugh anyway. “Don’t mess with the master, Don Artem.”

      “Seriously, though,” Artem says, switching gears abruptly. “How are things over there?”

      I take a deep breath. “Well… Shit hit the fan almost from the moment I stepped foot on Irish soil.”

      “Why am I not surprised?”

      “Turns out the shit with the Kinahans is a lot more complicated than anyone knew, including Kian.”

      “What happened?”

      I fill Artem in. I start from the beginning and talk him through every last detail. From the second I walked out into the Irish sun to see Saoirse at the airport, all the way up to the moment Da and Ma were dragged away by Kinahan thugs. I leave out the part about springing Saoirse from jail at gunpoint.

      He doesn’t interrupt me even once. My only indication that he’s still on the line is the slow and even breathing from the other line.

      When I’m done, he sighs. “For fuck’s sake, you really know how to stir shit up, Cillian.”

      “One of my many talents.”

      “But did you say it was Saoirse?”

      “Yup.”

      “And this would be the same woman that you were madly in love with at eighteen. The one who’s honor you were defending when you threw that smug bastard off the roof. The one you were forced to leave behind. That Saoirse?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “Jesus.”

      “Right?” I sigh. “Talk about coincidences.”

      “Esme would blame fate.”

      I smile. Artem’s wife is one of the good ones—her belief in woo-woo shit like “fate” notwithstanding.

      “Sounds like something Esme would say,” I laugh. “What would you say?”

      “That life’s a bitch,” he replies predictably. “And sometimes, the universe likes to fuck with us for shits and giggles.”

      “You missed your calling as a poet.”

      “And you missed yours as a rodeo clown,” he fires back. “Now, tell me you didn’t do anything stupid.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like break her out of jail.”

      “Why do you enjoy setting me up for failure?” I demand.

      “Goddammit, Cillian,” he mutters. I can picture him rubbing his temples in frustration.

      “What would you have done?” I ask pointedly. Artem falls silent and I nod emphatically. “That’s what I thought. It’s easy to talk shit to me about what I should and shouldn’t have done. No one knows what she meant to me. What she still means to me.”

      “Actually, I do now. Now that I have Esme,” Artem concedes. “You’re right. I would have done the same fucking thing.”

      “I know you would have.”

      We sit in silence for a moment, weighing everything that that means.

      When I first met Artem, he was like me—hardened, haunted, eager to crack skulls and make people submit to him.

      We spent years spilling blood. Establishing our dominance. Preparing him to be don of the Kovalyov Bratva one day.

      But Esme has changed him. Made him a more considerate man. Softer in some ways. Stronger in others.

      Like I said, she’s one of the good ones.

      “So what was it like—seeing her again?”

      “It was a total mind-fuck,” I answer honestly. “Turns out I caught a glimpse of her at the airport when I first arrived. I was sure I was hallucinating. I mean, what were the chances?”

      “Doing what?”

      “She was running away.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Couldn’t make this shit up if I tried,” I say bitterly. “She was trying to escape her fucking abusive asshole of a husband.”

      “She’s still married to him?”

      “I don’t think she has a choice. She doesn’t think she does, anyway.”

      “She was trying to run away,” Artem points out.

      “Yeah, but then she got caught and dragged to jail,” I remind him. “I guess that was the sick fucker’s way of teaching her a lesson. Now, she’s convinced she needs to go back to him or it’ll just get worse.”

      “Classic abuse victim mentality.”

      “Exactly,” I reply. “Now you see my problem. I’m trying to save someone who refuses to be saved.”

      “She’s been with the motherfucker for years,” Artem says. “It takes time for those kind of mind games to lose their power. What did you think, she’d take one look at you and forget all her fears?”

      I roll my eyes. “Jesus, you’ve been wifed up for only a short time and now you’re a fucking marriage therapist?”

      “Fuck you.”

      I grin.

      “And stop grinning like a fucking idiot,” he adds.

      I laugh. “How did you know I was grinning?”

      “Stupid question, don’t you think?” Artem shoots at me.

      “Fair.”

      We fall into another easy silence for a few seconds.

      I take a deep breath. “I wish you were here, man,” I say honestly.

      “You have Kian.”

      “Kian is… He’s my brother,” I say. “And I love the shit out of him. But he and I have a lot of lost time to catch up on. The brother I grew up with, the one who knows who I am today is in California.”

      “If you need back up,” Artem says, “just say the fucking word.”

      I know he means it, too. He’d be here with an army on the first flight out if I needed it.

      “Thanks, brother.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “I know you are,” I say. “But I’ve got it covered.”

      “Is that strategy talking?” Artem asks. “Or pride?”

      “It can be both.”

      Artem laughs darkly. “Glad to see you haven’t lost your humor along with your looks.”

      “Ha! You’re just jealous.”

      “Of what, exactly?”

      “The fact that I came back from the dead even better-looking than before.”

      “God help us all. Is there something in the water over in Ireland?” Artem inquires.

      “I speak only the truth,” I say solemnly. “Don’t believe me? Just ask your wife.”

      “My wife tends to see only the good in people,” Artem replies. “She doesn’t see ugly.”

      “That must be true. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have married you.”

      “I take it back,” Artem seethes. “You’re on your own.”

      I laugh. “I should go. I have more shit I need to sort through.”

      “Right,” he says, before a chuckle escapes him.

      I take the bait. “What’s funny?”

      “I was just thinking… We’re both dons now,” he explains. “Ironic, really.”

      “I know. Who would have thought you’d end up being don?” I tease. “I mean, Budimir was the one who had the vision necessary for leadership.”

      “Asshole. I mean that from the bottom of my heart.”

      “Kiss your wife for me.”

      “Only if you kiss Saoirse for me.”

      “Asshole.”

      Artem chuckles, we say our goodbyes, and the line goes dead.

      I run my hands over my face and look around Da’s office. There are a bunch of pictures of the O’Sullivan dons that came before. My grandfather, my great-grandfather, all the generations of men before them.

      But there’s no image of Da.

      Certainly not of Sean nor me.

      Though I notice a space in the corner of the portrait wall. It looks like it’s been cleared specifically for another portrait. Kian, maybe? I’ve never been the type to care about ceremonial shit like that.

      True, the gravestones had bothered me a little, but only because they’re so fucking passive-aggressive. That’s always been Da’s style.

      I get up and head out of the office.

      I need some real sleep, but instead of going to my room, I detour to the room I know Saoirse’s in. The door has been locked from the outside, as per my instructions. I wonder if she’s figured that out yet.

      When I unlock it and slip inside, Saoirse’s fast asleep with all her clothes still on.

      She’s sleeping soundly, exhaustion having pushed her deep under. She looks peaceful in sleep. Younger, too. Maybe she’d look just as young in her waking state if her head weren’t so full of worries.

      I have to resist the urge to touch her, mostly because I’m pushing the creep meter enough just by being in her room.

      Instead, I just stare down at her soft features, marveling at the classical beauty she probably doesn’t even know she possesses.

      She’s the one that turned me away all those years ago.

      But somehow, I still feel as though I’m the one that failed her.

      “Don’t worry, Saoirse,” I whisper softly, watching her eyelashes flutter gently through a dream. “I left you once. I won’t make the same mistake again.”
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      I wake up choking from the ghosts in my dreams.

      I jerk upright, feeling the pressure around my neck release suddenly as consciousness chases away the demons inside my head.

      My fingers graze over my neck, and I look around with well-rested eyes.

      I’ve slept well. That’s… surprising.

      I’ve never been a good or a deep sleeper. Too many things to be afraid of, I suppose. So the fact that I’ve managed it in a new, unfamiliar place is nothing short of astounding.

      I get out of the bed and glance around the room. I’m alone, but it doesn’t feel eerie.

      It feels cozy.

      Sheltered.

      Safe.

      But there’s still part of me clenched tight. Part of me that doesn’t trust that any of this is real or that it would ever happen to someone as cursed as me. That part refuses to relax the final distance.

      I glance out the window at the luxurious view of the gardens surrounding the lake. The skies are bluer than I’ve ever seen. But maybe that has more to do with perception than reality.

      It’s not like I appreciated things like how blue the sky was before now. Before reconnecting with Cillian.

      I drop my face into my open palms and sigh. He’s gotten into my head already.

      Of course, it’s not as if he ever really left.

      Wrenching myself away from this stupid merry-go-round of thoughts, I move for the door, determined to get out of this place before Cillian finds me.

      I’m certain that seeing him will make leaving a hundred times harder.

      Better to slip away without a goodbye.

      But when I try the door, it refuses to open. The handle doesn’t even rattle. Doesn’t even budge.

      It’s locked.

      A wave of shock courses through me as I realize that I’m trapped in here. Quite literally.

      And all the fear, all the uncertainty—it all immediately metamorphizes into fury.

      How dare he lock me in here?

      I rail at the door, pulling down hard on the knob to try and force it open. I don’t actually believe I’ll succeed, but it’s the only outlet for my frustration right now.

      “No! No! No!” I hiss under my breath as angry tears prick at my eyes. I’m straining as hard as I can at the thick door and the unyielding handle. “I won’t let you—”

      “Jesus Christ, Saoirse! Calm the fuck down.”

      I freeze. “Cillian?” I whisper.

      “I’ll also accept ‘my knight in shining armor,’” he replies, voice muffled through the door. “But ‘Cillian’ works, too.”

      I hear the door click open to reveal Cillian standing there with puffy eyes. Behind him is a rather uncomfortable-looking chair with a low back rest, planted firmly in front of my door.

      “I have so many questions right now.”

      “Fire away,” he says amicably as he lounges against the doorjamb, blocking my path out of here.

      “Did I just wake you up?”

      “As a matter of fact, you did. Not particularly pleasantly. Thanks for that, by the way.”

      “Does that mean you were sitting outside my bedroom door the whole night?”

      “Sure looks that way.”

      “Why?”

      He shrugs. “I didn’t want you ravaging me in the night,” he jokes. “And I knew that was inevitable if I slept in there with you.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “You…”

      “You know it’s true.”

      “For God’s sake, Cillian,” I groan, “can you be serious for five minutes?”

      He smiles. “What makes you think I’m not serious?”

      “Goddammit! Why are you sleeping outside my room, Cillian? And why was I locked in?”

      “I locked you in because I knew you’d try and sneak out the first chance you got,” he points out matter-of-factly. “And I slept outside your room because I wanted to make sure you were safe. Felt like a fair compromise.”

      “What happened to ‘This is a secure compound?’” I point out, throwing his own words back in his face.

      “I thought so, too,” he replies. “But then we were ambushed by the Kinahans and my parents were dragged away to who-the-fuck-knows-where. So I wasn’t taking any chances.”

      I’m touched. There’s no denying it.

      But I still don’t want him to know that. I don’t want to encourage this. Any of it.

      He’s not my knight in shining armor. He’s not protecting me. He’s not back in Ireland on a rescue mission.

      Because no one can rescue me. I’m too far gone to be saved.

      I frown. “You shouldn’t have locked me in.”

      “I just wanted to make sure I could speak to you before you left.”

      “About what?”

      “About your chances out there,” he replies. “Versus your chances in here with me.”

      “Cillian…”

      His voice takes on an odd urgency I’ve never heard from him before. It freezes every thought of mine in place.

      “I know you think you have to go back to him, Saoirse. But let’s face it: by now, he’s got half the police force out there looking for you. Not to mention the Kinahans. It’s safer for you here.”

      “You just want me to stay with you.”

      “Wow,” he says, recoiling with mock shock. “Someone certainly has a big ego.”

      I almost smile. “I can’t stay here forever, Cillian.”

      Even though, in my heart, I’ve never wanted anything more.

      “I’m not asking you to,” he replies. “I’m just saying that the situation is precarious at the moment. It’s best you stay put until we have a better idea of what’s happening. And who’s after you.”

      He doesn’t have to try and convince me.

      Truthfully, he never has.

      He had me at the first smile.

      “Well?” he demands.

      “Well what?”

      “Are you gonna keep acting like you don’t want to stay or are you just gonna cut the dramatics and give in to the inevitable?”

      I sigh. “You’re incorrigible.”

      “Stop it; you’re making me blush.”

      I shake my head. “You’ve always been skilled at twisting insults into compliments.”

      He shrugs and pushes past me as he enters the room. He goes straight for the bed and plops himself down there.

      “Fuck, that feels good,” he says with a relieved sigh. “Remind me never to spend the night in a chair ever again.”

      I close the door and follow him to the bed. But I don’t sit down next to him, of course. That way lies danger.

      I just stand there, a few feet away, trying not to be too obvious about the fact that it’s hard to stop looking at him.

      “Who asked you to post up on guard duty?”

      “You did. When you started fighting me on every single fucking decision I make.”

      “When it pertains to my life, I think I have every right to voice an opinion.”

      “Maybe I know what’s best for you.”

      I glare at him, my expression turning cold instantly. He seems to realize what he’s just said, because he gets to his feet and gives me a strained look.

      “Okay, that came out wrong.”

      “Did it?”

      “I just… I want to protect you, Saoirse.”

      “Yeah? Because that’s what Tristan says to me all the time. That he wants to protect me. But I know what he really means—he wants to control me.”

      Cillian goes silent, and I almost regret saying that.

      “I’m sorry,” I mumble. “That was below the belt.”

      “No,” Cillian says thoughtfully, glancing at me out of the corner of his eyes. “No, it wasn’t. You’ve spent your whole life being told what to do by a man. Why would you have any desire to listen to another?”

      He’s right.

      That’s exactly how I feel.

      I’m so floored by that that I barely notice Cillian moving closer to me.

      When I do notice, he’s standing only inches away. His eyes catch mine. Hold me captive.

      He’s a blond Adonis. Age has only made that truer. Those eyes are bright and alive, the slope of his jaw sharp enough to slice my finger open. I want to touch him more badly than I’ve ever wanted anything.

      “Can I ask you an honest question, though?”

      “Yes,” I hear myself whisper.

      “How do you feel when he says he wants to protect you?”

      “I feel… claustrophobic,” I reply. “Trapped. Chained.”

      “And what do you feel when I say that to you?”

      I look at him. At those beautiful light blue eyes. At the wavey sunshine gold of his curls.

      It’s so hard to lose myself to old memories when he’s this close. His mere presence is all-consuming. Like he’s crowding out the shadows with the force of his light.

      “Undeserving.”

      I don’t really think about my answer, so when it comes out, it takes me by surprise. I freeze for a moment, but it’s too late to take it back.

      “Undeserving?” Cillian echoes.

      “I… I don’t know why I said that,” I say quickly. “Um, I…”

      I can barely finish my sentence. All I can do is turn away from him to try and hide my scarlet face and my burgeoning sense of vulnerability.

      It’s his damn eyes.

      His damn intoxicating eyes.

      He grabs me by the hand before I reach the window. He swings me around and I almost collide into his chest, but he holds away at arm’s length.

      Almost as though the close proximity is making him just as nervous as it’s making me.

      Still, he doesn’t let go of my hand. “Saoirse, you deserve the whole fucking world,” he rasps. “You deserve a real fucking chance at a future. With the people you choose to include in it.”

      I shake my head. “I lost my chance at a real future when I chose to marry Tristan.”

      “You were forced to marry Tristan.”

      I sigh. “Maybe. But I made my bed.”

      “Fuck that,” Cillian growls, tugging on my hand a little so that I stumble closer to him. “And fuck him. He preyed on you when you were still a child and he made you feel like he was your only option in life. He’s a fucking predator and he needs to be put down.”

      “Cillian, no!” I gasp.

      His eyes focus on me. They grow cautious suddenly. “No?”

      “I don’t want that.”

      “If he’s gone, you’re free,” Cillian says quietly. “Unless… you… love him?”

      He says it like the thought hasn’t even crossed his mind until just now.

      “I don’t want you killing him for me,” I clarify. “I don’t want you getting involved.”

      “Why?” he demands. “Because this is the bed you made?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Bullshit.”

      I rip my hand from his and turn away from him. Behind me, I feel him move closer, but he doesn’t touch me.

      There’s an invisible boundary between us. Even in the absence of tangible proof, I can feel it. It’s a barrier that’s built of lost time, old memories, and new circumstances.

      It’s built of all the things we’re keeping from each other.

      All the things we’re refusing to say out loud.

      All the secrets we’re still clinging to.

      “I’m gonna go ask Fiona to get breakfast ready,” he says, shifting gears abruptly enough to give me emotional whiplash.

      “Okay,” I reply with my back still to him.

      “There are clothes in the wardrobe behind you,” he says. “Take whatever you want.”

      That makes me turn around.

      I noticed the wardrobe yesterday, but I hadn’t had the interest or the inclination to examine my surroundings. I move forward now and throw open the doors, desperate for a distraction.

      “Whoa,” I breath, taking in the wealth of clothes sitting just inside.

      They’re all displayed on black hangers that in themselves look as expensive as anything I’ve ever owned.

      I glance back at Cillian, who’s observing me with an unknowable expression on his face. “You just had a fully stocked wardrobe waiting for me?”

      “It’s more like a preserved wardrobe,” he answers vaguely. “It’s been like this for years.”

      “Years?” I repeat with a frown. “Who do these clothes belong to?”

      When I don’t get an answer, I turn to Cillian, only to notice a veil has settled over his eyes.

      “Cillian?”

      He shakes his head. “It’s not a story that concerns you.”

      Something about the way he says it hurts me.

      I realize that a naïve part of me just assumed that he trusts me enough to tell me anything. But of course he doesn’t trust me completely. He barely knows me.

      “Right, well… Fine. I’d like you to leave now,” I say bitterly.

      “Saoirse…”

      “Now. I’d like to be alone.”

      Cillian sighs and heads for the door. He lingers only a moment at the threshold.

      “You have freedom of the grounds. Go wherever you like. But just keep in mind, I can only protect you as long as you remain within the confines of this compound,” he tells me. “If you leave… I can’t guarantee your safety.”

      Then he leaves. The door clicks shut behind him with finality.

      Sunlight streams in through the open blinds.

      So why does it feel like the darkness has seeped back in?
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      I stand before the men.

      A few faces I recognize. But mostly, I’m staring out at a bunch of strangers. Men I’ve never spoken to. Never fought alongside.

      They are loyal to the O’Sullivan clan, but that just means they’re loyal to my father. To Kian.

      I’m the black sheep they’ve only ever heard whispered stories about.

      A whole different beast.

      My gaze skitters over their faces, trying to absorb as much information as I can without being obvious about it. I don’t know them and they don’t know me.

      The uncertainty in the air is almost tangible. It reminds me of just how important a don is.

      “The leader sets the tone for everything,” Da used to tell Sean and me when we were boys. “A leader is the difference between life and death.”

      I notice Kian enter the garage from the corner of my eye.

      I’m pretty damn sure the doctor told him—and I quote—to “stay the fuck in bed.” But we O’Sullivans were never much good at listening.

      He’s wearing a full leg cast from foot all the way up to his hip and is sporting dark wooden crutches. Every step draws a wince from him, though he steels his face against the pain.

      Other than that, the kid looks great.

      He moves forward slowly. The men part like the Red Sea. No one says a word as he limps determinedly towards where I stand up front.

      But instead of coming to my side like I expected, he turns to the left before he even reaches me.

      He goes to stand beside Rory and Rhys before focusing his gaze on me, as though he is merely another part of the rank and file.

      I give him a subtle glare. I know what he’s doing and even though I appreciate the gesture, it’s unnecessary.

      “Kian—”

      “Go ahead, Don Cillian,” he grits. “Don’t let me interrupt.”

      He should be up here with me.

      Hell, he should be up here instead of me.

      But I know he’s not about to do something he thinks will upstage me. The men need to know where to look, and if he’s standing there next to me, they’ll be uncertain. Divided.

      So yeah, I get it.

      Doesn’t mean I have to like it.

      “This is temporary,” I continue. “I’m not don. I’m just… acting don for the moment. Until we get back our leader—and we will get him back—think of me as a proxy. A blonder, taller, better-looking proxy.”

      That get a little laughter from the men.

      I take a breath and continue. “I’m not my father. I will do things differently. Prepare for that. But the one way I am similar to my father is this…” I let the smile drop from my face and the warmth fade from my tone so that’s all that remains is cold steel. “I expect loyalty.”

      I pause and survey their faces. The laughter is gone. In its place is quiet, tempered professionalism.

      These men have been to war for the clan before. They know what I mean when I say “loyalty.”

      “You are the men my father chose. And that makes me confident, because I know he trusted every single one of you. So I will do the same. All I ask in return is loyalty. You fight for me the same way you fought for my father, and I will protect you with my dying breath. I swear I will.”

      I let the words hang in the air for a moment longer. I make sure to look each man dead in the eye. Like I’m swearing an individual promise with each of them.

      “That will be all. Dismissed.”

      The men disperse at once.

      I watch as they go. I may not seem like I pay attention, but that’s part of the strategy. It’s easier to spot snakes in the grass when they’re not aware they’re being observed.

      Rory comes towards me, his expression slightly troubled.

      “That was a good speech,” he says.

      “You’re a shit liar, Rory.”

      He smiles. “You’re more like your father than you think.”

      “Let me be the first to tell you that’s not the compliment you think it is.”

      He chuckles and walks away, leaving my way clear to head over to Kian.

      “That was… almost inspired,” Kian says. “Did you plagiarize from someone?”

      “Look at you, using big words,” I shoot back. “Been reading the dictionary on the shitter?”

      Kian gives me a smile that’s reminiscent of—well, me.

      “Why do you look so fucking happy?” I demand.

      “What?” he asks innocently. “I can’t be happy to have my brother back?”

      I frown. “This is something else. You look… younger.”

      “Yeah, sure,” Kian says sarcastically. “I’ve heard that getting your leg shattered has been known to keep you youthful and vibrant.”

      Then it clicks into place.

      “You like not being the one in charge,” I surmise, zeroing in on the real reason behind his easy smile. “You like the spotlight on me.”

      Kian still looks a little too innocent as he shakes his head. “How dare you?”

      I stare at him for a few seconds and then burst into laughter. I lean against the wall and shake my head at the irony of it.

      Kian sighs, sets his crutches aside, and leans with a wince against the hood of the sheet-covered Lamborghini parked in the garage behind him.

      “You know something,” I say, gazing wistfully across the garage, “I was thinking earlier.”

      “That’s dangerous,” he teases. “Hope you didn’t hurt yourself.”

      For once, I don’t take him up on the joke. “It was about Da’s legacy.”

      “Ah.”

      “It’s always meant so much to him. He has three sons. And it seems none of them want the legacy he built. One disappeared of his own volition. The second was banished. And the third gave up a femur just to avoid being interim don.”

      Kian doesn’t bother to deny it. “It wasn’t the only reason I did it,” he says quietly.

      “I know.”

      “Does Da know?” I ask. “About how little you want to take over for him?”

      “Of course not,” he scoffs. “He sees only what he wants to see.”

      “You don’t have to tell me,” I reply. “There are two gravestones out back with the wrong names on the front.”

      Kian’s expression turns sheepish. Like he’d decided not to tell me and hoped I wouldn’t ever notice.

      “You saw that then?”

      “My first night here,” I confirm.

      “He did that a few months after you left.”

      “I didn’t leave,” I say harshly. “I was kicked out. I was fucking driven out.”

      “That’s not how Da saw it.”

      I frown. “Explain to me how Da saw it.”

      “Maybe it’s best if you and Da—"

      “Fucking hell, Kian,” I interrupt impatiently. “Don’t make me break your other leg.”

      He sighs. I can tell he doesn’t want to get into it with me. I know I’m being selfish about this.

      But I need to know. It’s an unanswered question that’s bugged me for the last thirteen fucking years.

      “Da… expected more from you,” Kian says without mincing his words. I appreciate the directness, but it still stings like a motherfucker. “He expected you to know the stakes. To act smarter. He felt you chose some random girl over the family.”

      My jaw twitches and I stiffen. “Is that honestly what he thought? What he still thinks?”

      Kian stays silent. He’s watching me like I’m a ticking time bomb waiting to go off.

      But it’s plenty of answer in itself.

      “I didn’t realize it was a choice between her and the family!” I exclaim, throwing my arms up in frustration.

      “It was the Kinahans, Cillian,” Kian says slowly. “It was Brody fucking Murtagh. You stood between them and the girl.”

      “Her name is Saoirse. Not ‘the girl.’”

      “I know what her name is,” Kian says. “Just like I know she’s on the compound right now, under your protection. Again.”

      I jerk my chin up. “You’re saying I should have left her in that cell?”

      “I’m not saying that at all.” Kian sounds affronted by the very notion. “I’m just saying, your priorities were different than Da’s back then. They still are. That’s not necessary a bad thing. It just means that the two of you are not seeing eye to eye. You may never see eye to eye.”

      “And what do you think?” I press. “Do you think that I don’t have my priorities straight?”

      “Does it matter what I think?”

      “To me, it does.”

      Kian nods slowly. “I’ve never been in love,” he says after a long pause. “But I think that if I were—if I felt the things you felt, the things you feel—I would’ve done the same.”

      I stare at him.

      As I do, I lose the boy for a moment.

      I see instead the man that he’s become.

      I couldn’t be prouder. He’s the best of all of us. The best of Ma and Da. The best of Sean and me. The best of all the people we’ve lost along the way.

      In some ways, he is the perfect don.

      Except that he doesn’t want to be.

      “You’re gonna make a fine leader one day, little brother,” I say. “In fact, I think you already are.”

      He snorts. “Don’t ruin the fucking moment and get all sentimental on me.”

      “I’m serious,” I insist. “Maybe things happened the way they were meant to.”

      Kian gives me a secretive smile. “I think we’re talking about very different situations here, Cil.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that you’re back,” he says. “That is the right outcome for this family.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I ask. “I’m here to resolve shit with Ma and Da. This business with the Kinahans threw a spanner in the works. But once I remove and destroy the fucking spanner, I’m going back home.”

      “Home?”

      “Home,” I underscore. “Los Angeles is my home now, Kian. This visit is temporary. I’m going back to the States and when I do, I won’t ever return here.”

      Kian shrugs. “If that’s what you believe.”

      “Stop that.”

      “Stop what?’

      “Acting like you know me better than me.”

      “Maybe I do.”

      I roll my eyes. “Do I need to remind you that I’m eight years older?”

      “No argument there. You’re eight years older and you definitely look it. I’ve just had a lot of fucking time to analyze all the family drama that led us to this moment.”

      “Is that so?” I ask. “And what conclusion have you come to, Oh Wise One?”

      He smiles. “That you got it wrong before. It’s not true.”

      “What’s not true?”

      “That none of Da’s sons want to be don,” Kian points out.

      I frown.

      “You said it yourself, Cillian. Sean left. I was the only remaining option. But you were the one who was banished outright. You left because you were forced to.”

      I stare at him furiously.

      Because he’s right. He’s fucking right.

      I never wanted to leave Dublin.

      I never wanted to leave the family.

      “See?” Kian says with a smile. “I’m the good looks and the brains in the family.”

      For once, I don’t have a witty comeback.
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      I feel like an intruder. A dirty little nobody who’s been dropped into the lap of luxury.

      I can feel the walls staring at me, judging me, accusing me.

      You don’t belong here.

      We can smell it on you, wafting out of your pores.

      Sweat. Poverty. Pain.

      The stink of the working class.

      I did think about sticking to my room, but an hour on my own disabused me of that plan.

      I’ve spent my entire life trapped. For as long as this bizarre fever dream lasts, I might as well explore.

      I start with the floor I’m on.

      The house is luxe and modern. But sporadic elements scattered throughout help temper the cold austereness of the sea of glass and granite.

      The wooden floors stretch endlessly in every direction, gleaming under the light of chandeliers suspended from the barn beam rafters high above. Lush Turkish carpets soften the severity and add washes of color here and there.

      The walls are adorned with violently spiky, abstract paintings. The kind that scream, “This is expensive,” with the ornate frames to match.

      I wander among everything slowly, taking it all in. It’s a far cry from the garbage heap I grew up in.

      I dip in and out of the rooms. Libraries, studies—even a fucking aquarium, to my surprise. I’m mostly content to just look a little and then keep moving.

      But one of the rooms draws my attention.

      It’s a broad, circular space centered around a huge grand piano. I pause in the doorway and look at it reverently.

      When I was eight, I’d desperately wanted to learn how to play. But of course, there wasn’t enough money for classes.

      “Piano?” Pa had repeated incredulously when I’d asked. “What use would that be to you? It’s a waste of time and money. A useless skill for the rich.”

      “I could make music, Pa,” I’d replied. Like that was something worthwhile. Something precious.

      “Making money is more useful, Saoirse,” Pa had responded. “Learn how to do that instead.”

      And that was the end of it.

      I slink over to the instrument now and sink down carefully, like I’m afraid that if I plop down too hard the piano will recognize I’m just some sad little peasant who doesn’t belong here and tip me over onto my ass.

      I touch a key with one finger. Plink. Soft. Solemn. Melodic.

      The room echoes beautifully, and I have a sneaking suspicion it was designed with acoustics in mind.

      The windows beyond look out over the lake. Now that I think about it, the whole house looks out over the lake, actually. It’s wrapped around the water, nestled on the shores so that the light bouncing into each room shimmers and shifts with the tides.

      I can’t even imagine living in a place like this. Somehow, it feels like I’d have been a much different person if I did.

      I touch the key again softly. Plink.

      Then, with a shudder I don’t quite understand, I push back from the instrument and get ready to leave.

      Suddenly, I notice a tall figure lounging against the doorframe.

      My breath catches hard in my throat. “Jesus!” I practically scream.

      The man is wiry in his skinniness, but there exudes a certain deadly vitality about him.

      He’s bald, which only serves to make his eyes more piercing.

      “W… who are you?”

      “My name is Quinn,” he replies formally. “I am the butler. My apologies for startling you.”

      I am the butler. He says it almost ominously.

      “Oh. Right. Wow,” I breathe, still trying to get my heart rate down. “Um, well, I’m the Saoirse. I mean, I’m Saoirse.”

      My cheeks color with embarrassment, but he doesn’t crack a smile.

      “Master Cillian wanted me to inform you that breakfast is ready for you downstairs.”

      “Oh. Okay. Thanks.”

      He doesn’t say a word as he turns for the door, but I follow him anyway. He’s definitely spooky, but there’s something intriguing about him, too. As much alien as he is human.

      The moment we hit the staircase, I recognize the general layout. At the bottom, we make a right that’ll lead us to the kitchen.

      I can’t help looking around for Cillian.

      No sign of him, though.

      “Master Cillian is addressing the men in the automobile garage,” Quinn says as though he can read my mind.

      He hasn’t even glanced back at me.

      I frown. “Oh. Thanks.”

      “If you wish to speak with him, I can let him know.”

      “Oh, that’s not necessary,” I say quickly. “He must be busy.”

      He stops at the entrance of the kitchen and ushers me inside. I give him a grateful nod, but he doesn’t react at all. When I glance behind, he’s already gone.

      “Don’t worry. You get used to him.”

      I gasp and turn around again.

      The woman behind the kitchen counter is the polar opposite of the austere butler I’d just met. She’s short, plump, and rosy-cheeked, with dark brown hair streaked with grey tied into a tight bun at the back of her head. She’s wearing a floral dress beneath a well-worn white apron covered in stains, most of which look old, though a few still gleam fresh.

      “Hello, love,” she murmurs. “Dear God, you look hungry.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “I’m, uh—”

      “And look at how skinny you are! This just won’t do.”

      When I don’t move forward, she comes out from around the kitchen counter, grabs my arm, and drags me to one of the leather barstools that surround it.

      “Take a seat,” she says. “I’ve made a full Irish for you.”

      Without asking, she pours a tall glass of juice and pushes it towards me.

      “Drink up, darling. I added a little protein powder. You look like you need it.”

      I pick up the glass and take a sip. The sip turns into a gulp and before I know it, I’ve drained half the glass.

      “Wow,” I gasp, looking at the juice with interest. “That’s delicious.”

      “Freshly squeezed,” she explains. “Orange, lime, and mint.”

      I smile and take another sip. “It’s brilliant. The best thing I’ve ever tasted.”

      “No need to butter me up, love,” she says, but I can tell she’s pleased by the compliment. A pair of dimples wink on her cheeks.

      “I’m Saoirse.”

      “I know.”

      “You do?”

      She gives me a look that’s hard to decipher. It contains so much. “Everyone knows about you,” she says.

      Her smile takes most of the sting out of her words, but it’s not exactly easy to hear all the same. She notices my expression at the last moment.

      “Oh, dear, I phrased that awfully harshly. No one blames you.”

      I glance up. “I’m not sure that’s true.”

      “Master Cillian has always been stubborn,” she replies. “He’s always acted first and thought later. You couldn’t have stopped him even if you tried.”

      “He lost his family and his country over me,” I say softly.

      “I think you’ll find that some things are impossible to lose,” she says sagely, “if they mean enough.”

      I smile. “I don’t know your name.”

      “Oh silly me, going on and on without so much as introducing myself. I’m Fiona.”

      “Fiona!” I say as I remember what Cillian told me the other night. “The famous Fiona. Your stew was amazing. Have you worked for the O’Sullivans long?”

      “A couple of decades now,” she explains. “I joined the family a few years after Quinn.”

      I lower my voice instinctively. “Is he really as scary as he seems? I swear he’s a vampire.”

      Fiona chuckles. “Sometimes, he’s even scarier,” she says. “But like I said, you get used to him.”

      “Well, I don’t have to get used to him,” I reply. “I won’t be here for long.”

      Fiona doesn’t respond to that, apart from raising her eyebrows.

      Instead, she turns to the stove and starts flipping something that smells like heaven.

      I watch as she works with unhurried efficiency. Before I know it, she’s shoving a heavy plate into my hands, piled high with a mountain of food.

      “Eat, child,” she says with a kind of maternal fondness that I haven’t heard in almost thirty years. “There’ll be time for talk after.”
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        * * *

      

      I spend two hours in the kitchen with Fiona.

      I eat while she talks. And I realize that I’m actually enjoying myself.

      The moment that realization hits me, guilt quickly follows. I’m allowing myself to push back the weight of my responsibilities.

      No, it’s worse actually—I’m allowing myself to forget them completely.

      It’s been almost twenty-four hours since I even thought about Pa. He would have expected me yesterday. He’ll be expecting me today.

      And when I don’t show, he’ll be worried sick.

      I’ve disappeared on him, with no warning and no explanation. I have no idea of what he’s going through or what Tristan may or may not have told him.

      A part of me is nervous of what my husband might do.

      He’s threatened Pa before, but I’ve long suspected that’s simply a ploy to force me into submission.

      It’s worked so far. And perhaps this is my way of calling his bluff.

      But the fact that I’m gambling on my father’s life twists my stomach so bad I feel like I’m developing acid reflux.

      “You okay, dear?” Fiona asks, interrupting the dark bend of my thoughts.

      “Yes,” I reply, forcing a smile onto my face. “That was an amazing breakfast, thank you. But I think I need to walk it off now.”

      “Enjoy the grounds,” Fiona tells me. “I’m going to start lunch.”

      “Lunch? Already?”

      “Of course. I’ve got to stuff Master Cillian full of all the food he’s missed while he was away.”

      I smile, touched by the amount of affection in her tone when she speaks about Cillian.

      I give her a parting wave and leave the kitchen. The plan is to head down to the gardens, but I’m still curious about the house.

      I feel like a kid in a candy store. Everywhere I look is something worth touching, worth investigating closer.

      I peruse flower arrangements, so fresh that dew still clings to the petals.

      I meander down hallways with stern old portraits of old men who share little features with Cillian. One has his nose, another his hair.

      None of them have his smile, of course.

      That’s Cillian’s alone.

      At the far end of one corridor, half-hidden behind a fiddle leaf fig, I spy a large, studded door. It’s curiously unadorned. I can’t help but walk over and push it open so that I can peek inside.

      “Whoa,” I breathe.

      The room is at least two stories tall and lined top to bottom with shelves, all brimming with books.

      All except one.

      The shelf directly across from the entrance bears neat rows of video cassettes, the kind I haven’t seen in years. Curiosity piqued, I walk over and skim my eyes across it.

      Dates are scribbled in a tiny print along the spines of the tapes. They go back decades. I run a finger across them. It comes up dusty.

      No one has touched these in a long time.

      Something stirs in my gut. Guilt, maybe. Like I’m intruding on something I shouldn’t be. But my curiosity wins out.

      I notice a TV set in the wall in the far corner. Beneath it are drawers.

      Acting on a hunch, I pluck one of the tapes from the shelf and go over to the television. The drawer opens up on silent wheels, and sure enough, it reveals an organized array of equipment—DVD players and sound bars and whatnot.

      I find what I’m looking for: a VCR player.

      My hands are shaking for some reason, though I don’t have the faintest idea why. It takes me a moment to get the tape into the slot, but once I do, the TV flickers to life immediately.

      I’m dropped into a sunny Irish day, in the middle of an exquisite garden.

      Two little boys run around in the distance.

      The images are grainy, and they’ve got that yellowish tint that I associate with old home movies. There’s something faded and comforting about what I’m watching.

      I sink into one of the plush beige lounge chairs facing the TV and keep my eyes fixed on the screen.

      As if my thoughts had called them forward, the two little boys run up straight towards the camera.

      The older of the two isn’t quite familiar, but there’s no mistaking that distinctly O’Sullivan set to the jaw.

      This must be Sean, Cillian’s older brother.

      And then, next to him, there’s Cillian.

      I recognize him immediately. It’s amazing how much he looks the same now as he did then. The blond-gold curls are the same. The light blue eyes are the same. The smile is exactly the same.

      “Ma!” little Cillian cries, launching himself at the camera and unmasking the videographer with a jostle of the frame.

      I expect a laugh or chuckle, but Cillian’s mother gives nothing. “Careful now,” she lectures softly.

      “Because of the baby?” little Cillian inquires thoughtfully.

      “Yes.”

      “Where’s Da?” Sean asks. “He promised he’d come play with us.”

      Little Cillian shoots his brother a “you should know better” expression.

      “Da never plays with us,” he says. “He’s too busy breaking legs.”

      “Cillian!” his mother barks.

      “It’s true,” little Cillian replies, completely unrepentant.

      His face. I can’t stop looking at it. There’s a real innocence on it, despite what he’d just said about his father.

      And that gleam in his eyes—it’s the unbridled promise of youth.

      It’s that time when you believe you can do anything. Be anyone.

      He smiles into the camera. My heart flutters a little as an old dream is pulled to the surface.

      My hand settles awkwardly against my hollow stomach. I’d prayed so often and so fervently. To keep my womb empty and my life free of unnecessary complications.

      It seems almost perverse, almost ungrateful now, to feel that strange flicker of desire. The need to feel my womb flutter with life.

      And why?

      All because I’m faced with the ghost of dream: a child I’d once wanted with a man I once loved?

      Loved.

      I hitch on the word, not sure where it fits amidst all this shit.

      I shake those thoughts away and concentrate on the images flickering before me.

      “Why doesn’t Da come to the gardens anymore?” Cillian demands. “He used to.”

      “That was before,” Sean says.

      “Sean,” his mother cuts in from behind the recorder. “That’s enough.”

      “What?

      “I miss her…”

      “Sean!”

      His mother’s voice turns cold and even I flinch at the strength in it. The image I have in my head transforms.

      I’d imagined a soft, warm woman. Kind eyes and an easy smile. Now, I can see someone else entirely. Her tone has transformed her completely.

      She moves the camera to the left and it lands on Cillian.

      He’s beneath a low-hanging tree with dozens of massive pink flowers hanging off its stooped branches. He jumps high, trying to catch one.

      His face is partially sunburnt, cheeks scoured red from exertion.

      But his smile is so beautiful that I pause the video, catching him mid-jump.

      I stare at his bright, smiling features for a moment, and then my fingers twitch instinctively.

      There’s a writing desk right where I walked in, piled high with papers and pencils. A blank notepad hangs off the edge. I grab it and a fountain pen and sink back into my seat.

      My eyes flicker back and forth, from the screen to the pad and back again.

      I lose myself in the drawing.

      And then I lose myself to time.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t look up until he’s almost here.

      “Shit!” I gasp at the sound of approaching footsteps. I’m panicking like I did something wrong as I stuff the open pad into the side of the lounge chair between the cushions.

      The door opens and Cillian strides in.

      One glance at his face and I know he’s been looking for me.

      He stops short, but it’s not my face that’s captured his attention. It’s the image frozen on the screen.

      The image of himself.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he demands with an intensity I don’t expect.

      I frown. “Um, I was just… looking around.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “Looking around? Or snooping around?”

      I grit my teeth. “You said I had freedom of the grounds.”

      “Doesn’t mean you have the right to invade my privacy and the privacy of my family.”

      His words cut deep, but I try and keep my expression controlled. “I’m sorry,” I say, because I know I shouldn’t have watched those tapes without permission. “I didn’t mean any harm.”

      His jaw twitches. I can see that he’s trying to compose himself. But something about finding me in here watching his old home movies has hit an unsettling nerve.

      His eyes keep flitting towards the screen. I resist the urge to do the same.

      “Why don’t you go up to your room now?” he sighs. “I’ll be out for lunch, but I thought we could have dinner together. In the garden.”

      “Oh. Okay. We can just eat in the kitchen,” I say. “I’m not fussy.”

      “I know,” Cillian replies. But his expression is still a little tight.

      And suddenly, the differences between the boy behind me and the man in front of me seem stark.

      I nod slowly, wondering why exactly he’s reacting so badly to finding me in here, watching his old family videos.

      I glance back at the screen.

      “I’ll turn it off,” he snaps. “You can go.”

      I walk past him, but he doesn’t meet my eyes. I think about asking him what’s wrong, but I can sense he won’t answer me.

      It reminds me of the other tense moment we’d shared in my bedroom when I’d asked him whose clothes he had offered up to me.

      The man has secrets.

      More than I ever suspected.

      Still, even as I walk through the house, still undecided about where I’m going, I find justifications for him. I make excuses. I pull out a defense he hasn’t asked for.

      A secret is not a lie.

      And God knows I have enough of both of my own.
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      “Well, damn, boy!” Kian chirps the moment he limps into my room. “You planning on proposing tonight?”

      I scoff at his reflection behind me in the mirror. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Me, ridiculous?” he guffaws. “You’re the one wearing a fucking suit!”

      I turn my back on the mirror to face him in person. “I could be wearing a goddamn trash bag and still look better than you.”

      “Dude, don’t deflect. I’m merely observing.” Kian chuckles to himself.

      “Fuck you,” I grumble, but I strip my jacket off immediately and fling it right at him.

      It hits him square in the face. Then it’s my turn to laugh.

      Rolling his eyes, Kian tosses it aside on the bed and plops down, wincing as he rubs gingerly at the edge of his cast.

      “Does she know this is a formal affair?” Kian asks. “I assume you sent a save-the-date with dress code and all that.”

      I ignore his taunting. “I just told her we were having dinner,” I admit. “Outside.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “I don’t know. It was an awkward invitation.”

      Kian frowns. “Why?”

      I sigh. “I found her in the library,” I say. “She found our old home videos.”

      “Fuck me. Those still exist?”

      “Apparently. I thought Ma got rid of them ages ago.”

      “She probably did,” Kian says. But he has an oddly thoughtful expression. “Or tried to, at least. This has Quinn’s fingerprints all over it.”

      “Quinn?”

      “He’s a sneaky old sod,” Kian remarks. “Surprisingly sentimental.”

      “Quinn?” I say again.

      Kian laughs. “I know, I know. We always joked he was the robot butler. But he’s seen more family history than all of us put together. And to be honest, he knew her better than any of us. They were close.”

      I don’t have to ask to know who he’s talking about.

      The rule was established a long time ago. An unspoken rule at that.

      Don’t say her name.

      Denial was how Da dealt with any uncomfortable reality. And somewhere along the way, his way became our way.

      Deny, deny, deny. Deny ‘til you die.

      It can’t hurt you if you just pretend it never happened.

      “Fuck,” I mutter. “I had no idea.”

      “Yeah, well, he’s not exactly the most expressive fellow,” Kian says with a shrug.

      I drag a chair over to where Kian is sitting. Then I twist it around and straddle it.

      “I saw her watching those tapes and—I don’t know… I kinda seized up,” I admit. “I must have looked like an uptight prick.”

      “So, like Da?”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “I’m trying to tell you something here.”

      Kian grins sheepishly. “Sorry. Why did it freak you out?”

      “I don’t know,” I confess. “I just… I saw her looking at me as a kid. And I felt…”

      “Stripped naked?” Kian offers. “Laid bare? Exposed?”

      I sigh again. “Maybe. Which… Listen, I’m not one of those fuckers who walk around pretending like I don’t feel shit. But something about her seeing that part of my life messed with my head.”

      “Because she’s getting close again?” Kian chimes in. “And you’re scared you’re gonna lose her? Again?”

      I cock my head to the side and regard him carefully. “Motherfucker, you got a psych degree I don’t know about?”

      Kian’s grin gets wider. “What can I say? I pay attention.”

      “Maybe a little too much attention,” I say. “Okay, little hotshot. What do you suggest I do now?”

      “What do you wanna do?”

      I roll my eyes. “Typical shrink move. Turn it back on the patient.”

      “Answer the question, you evasive bastard.”

      I take a moment to think before answering. “I want to talk to her. Like we used to,” I say honestly. “I want to cut the bullshit and just have a real conversation.”

      Kian tilts his head to the side and scratches his beard. “So what’s stopping you?”

      “She is,” I growl with frustration. “She’s holding out on me. There’s a wall between us that wasn’t there before.”

      “She’s probably been through shit. You were gone for a long time, brother.”

      “You don’t think I know that?” I bellow. “I’ve gone through shit, too! I’ve still got pieces of the fucking bullets in me! She’s not the only one who’s suffered.”

      “Well, maybe she just doesn’t trust you like she used to,” Kian suggests.

      I frown. “That doesn’t make me feel better.”

      “I’m not trying to make you feel better,” Kian rebuts. “I’m trying to help you.”

      I scoff with laughter. “Such a fucking shrink.”

      “You wanna talk to her?” he presses. “Then talk to her.”

      We look at each other. I see myself in him. I see Da in him. I see Sean in him.

      And most of all… I see the truth in him.

      He’s right. I’m adding more bricks to the walls that are already there.

      I just need to breathe. To talk. To be honest.

      Even if it fucking kills me.

      “It’ll be fine, bro,” Kian adds. “I’m sure the suit will help you engender trust. Everyone trusts a dude who looks like a banker.”

      I glance at myself in the mirror.

      “There’s not a banker alive who looks this good,” I say with my trademark wild grin, unfazed by his teasing.

      I decide to leave the coat aside and just head downstairs in the pants and the crisp white shirt I’m wearing.

      Kian gives me an approving nod. “Hey,” he says as I’m about to walk out the door. “Cheesy as this may sound… be yourself.”

      I give him a wink. “I always am.”
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        * * *

      

      I pause at the top of the curving stairs to survey the scene. The surface of the rear veranda is cobbled. It overlooks the garden below and offers amazing views of the lake. In the midst of it, the manor staff has set up a white-clothed table, per my instructions.

      I honestly want Saoirse to see how beautiful this place is.

      I want her to enjoy the view. I want her to be reminded of the existence of beauty again.

      It’s not dead. It’s not gone. It’s not out of reach.

      There’s still hope for her. For both of us.

      She’s standing at the railing of the balcony when I walk down, looking out over the waters. I can’t even see her face, but my pulse quickens.

      Her red hair looks like it’s been tamed just enough to be presentable. The curls have been combed back and arranged into a messy bun at the back of her head. Only a few loose strands of hair arc down her back.

      She’s wearing a silky dress in an off-white color. The material has that wispy romantic quality about it and it clings to her body like a second skin. The thin straps that hold the top up snake down to her lower back and I can see the thin ridge of her spine.

      She’s skinnier than she was at eighteen. But there’s a self-assurance about her that’s exactly the same as it was then. An inner fire.

      All in all, the lone conclusion is obvious: the woman is an absolute fucking knockout.

      As I step onto the cobbled veranda, she becomes aware of my presence and glances back over her shoulder.

      Her face is framed by the setting sun. Gold light puts her features into high relief and even the glorious sky behind her doesn’t distract from her beauty.

      She doesn’t appear to be wearing a stitch of makeup—but then, she doesn’t need it.

      She turns slowly, and the first thing I notice is the thin white scar between her breasts.

      The second thing I notice is the prominence of her collarbones, how severely slim her arms are.

      I realize that up until now, she’s been pretty covered up. I haven’t noticed just how much she’s changed physically since we were last together.

      She scowls. “The maid you sent to my room told me to dress up for this dinner,” she says stiffly. “But I kinda feel ridiculous.”

      She fingers the fabric of her dress, but I notice her hands linger on the hem as though she doesn’t really want to let it go.

      “Ridiculous?” I repeat softly. “No. You are beautiful.”

      She blushes.

      It’s such an immediate reaction that it takes me off guard. It seems to take her off guard, too, because she looks away immediately as though to hide the reaction from me.

      “This view is beautiful,” she says conversationally.

      I join her at the edge of the balcony. I’m not ready to talk about the weather or the view or some other mundane bullshit like that.

      I want to talk about her.

      “Not compared to you.”

      She stiffens again. “Stop.”

      “Why?”

      She shakes her head, still refusing to look at me. Still refusing to answer. Still refusing to let me in. “Why did you want to have dinner out here?”

      I gesture to the view before us. “Isn’t this explanation enough?”

      “No,” she says, shaking her head. “I mean, why this formal dinner? Why ask me to dress up? Why just the two of us? I know your brother is here—why isn’t he joining us?”

      I glance at her. “I thought it was a good idea that we talk.”

      “About what?”

      “Everything.”

      She sighs. “‘Everything’ is a lot to ask of one dinner.”

      “We have to start somewhere.”

      “Cillian…”

      I cut her off before she says something that will be counterproductive. “Let’s eat,” I suggest. “Might as well enjoy the food before we end up arguing.”

      She smiles at that and gives me a small nod.

      Taking her hand, I lead her to the table set up right behind us. I pull out her chair and she settles into it with a murmured thanks.

      The moment we’re both seated, the maids approach with closed cloches and champagne on ice.

      “Champagne?” Saoirse mumbles in shock when she notices.

      I grin. “Why not?”

      She eyes me suspiciously. I feel a smidgeon of doubt. Maybe I should have tried a more subtle approach.

      But given the time restraints involved, I figured it was either go big or go home.

      Since when have I ever done things any other way?

      The dinner comes in savory waves.

      We enjoy salmon and caviar, lobster and tuna ceviche, and a magnificent braised lamb in a red wine jus. Throughout the meal, I manage to finish three glasses of champagne, while Saoirse conservatively sips through her first glass.

      We keep the conversation light and safe. But I can sense the underlying nerves that pervade the entire meal. Almost like avoiding any serious topic is taking up significant amounts of concentration from the both of us.

      “I gotta say,” she breathes when our dishes are cleared away, “that was without a doubt the most amazing meal I’ve ever had.”

      I smile. “Why, thank you. I cooked it all myself. Microwave technology is really amazing these days.”

      She laughs. “So you’re a chef, too, huh?”

      “Told you I was talented.”

      “You did say that,” she agrees. “Numerous times.”

      “Did I mention I’m also exceptionally modest?”

      Her smile gets brighter and her eyes grow softer.

      I can sense that the small talk for the evening is well behind us now. Silence floods the air between us, filled with all the moments we’ve missed from each other’s lives. Little distances yearning to be closed.

      “Where’d you get that scar?” I rasp quietly.

      Saoirse glances down at her chest unnecessarily. She flinches a little at whatever memory I’ve pulled up.

      I put my hands on my knees so that she can’t seem them clench into fists.

      “It was nothing.”

      “Did he do that to you?” I ask immediately.

      She flinches again.

      It’s the clearest answer she could have given me. But I still need to hear her say the words. Even as my fists tighten harder beneath the tablecloth.

      “Saoirse.”

      “Yes,” she whispers.

      “How often does he hurt you?”

      “Cillian…”

      “How often does he hit you?” I demand, my tone losing any semblance of warmth.

      She sighs and looks down at the spot on the table where her plate had been a moment ago. “Can we just… not?”

      “No,” I seethe. “We’ve avoided this conversation for long enough, Saoirse. I want some fucking answers.”

      “You’re acting as though I owe you an explanation,” she says almost accusingly.

      “You do.”

      She raises her eyebrows. “Oh, yeah?” she lashes, her voice growing fiery. “How do you figure?”

      Before I can think twice about it, I blurt, “I think I deserve to know why you chose him over me.”

      Silence. Brutal, endless silence.

      She leans back against her seat, her eyes turning glassy with pain.

      “It wasn’t like that,” she says eventually.

      I’m still fuming. “No?”

      “No,” she sighs. “I chose my father.”

      “That’s not what you told me.”

      “Of course not!” she says with frustration. “If I’d told you the truth, you’d never have left Dublin. And staying meant risking your life. I told you what you needed to hear to get you out of the country.”

      “You lied to me.”

      “Yes,” she says softly. “I lied.”

      “Was it worth it?”

      I’m trying really hard to rein myself in. But I’ve opened Pandora’s box and there’s no going back now.

      Seeing her again after all these years is only making me realize just how unresolved our relationship still is.

      I used to think I’d moved on. Got over her. Made peace with how we had left things.

      But none of that was true.

      It was denial, plain and simple.

      Maybe I’m more like my father than I ever thought.

      “That’s not fair,” she says in a muted voice.

      My eyes dart to the scars on her arms. “How did you get that one, Saoirse? Or that one? Or that one?” I jab my finger at each mark that I know Tristan left on her. Each fucking sin that glows in the starlight.

      God help me—if I ever get the man alone, I’ll pay him back tenfold for what he’s done to her.

      A veil falls over her expression. I can see her closing herself off to me. And for a moment, I don’t fucking know who she’s protecting.

      Tristan fucking Rearden?

      Or herself?

      “Why won’t you tell me?”

      “Because you can’t save me, Cillian!” she yells, her tone rising with heat. “I’ve dug my grave.”

      More silence.

      This time, I’m the one who’s speechless.

      It takes me a long, long while to find my words. “Is that really what you think?” I whisper.

      “Stop trying to be the hero,” she begs, voice breaking. “I’m not yours to save. And I don’t owe you an explanation. You don’t get to invite yourself back into my life. Especially when you refuse to let me into yours.”

      I frown. “Excuse me?”

      “I’m not a fool, Cillian,” she hisses, jerking to her feet.

      Her chair makes a clawing sound against the cobblestones, but the expression on her face is the one that grates most of all.

      “I know you’re hiding something from me,” she says. “All those unused clothes in that wardrobe upstairs? The fact that you freaked out when you walked in on me watching those old tapes? You’re not telling me something. So don’t come out here and lecture me on keeping secrets. You’re just as bad. You’re every fucking bit as guilty.”

      I leap to my feet. My chair topples over and clatters to the ground behind me.

      “And you expect me to be completely transparent with you, even though you refuse to be honest with me?” I shoot back at her. “That’s some double standard bullshit.”

      She rears back at that, lips opening and closing but no words coming out.

      We stare at one another, chests heaving. Both stubborn. Both refusing to back down.

      “You know what? You’re right!” she says firmly. “You know why double standards happen at all? It’s when people expect shit from one another. We should just stop expecting anything from each other. That’ll solve it like that.”

      “Saoirse—”

      “Let’s just agree right now: you don’t owe me a thing. And I don’t owe you a thing,” she continues furiously. “We were just two stupid kids who were naïve enough to believe we had a shot once.”

      She brushes her fallen hair away from her forehead and presses on.

      “But you and I are a far cry from the kids we used to be. So let’s stop pretending like we have any real connection to each other. You tried to help me out of some twisted sense of obligation. And I accepted it because, deep down, I’m scared of being alone. But neither one of those reasons are good enough to continue doing whatever the fuck it is we’re doing.”

      I take a step around the table towards her, but she backs away immediately.

      “Excuse me,” she says abruptly.

      Then she starts walking away from me as fast as she possibly can.

      She doesn’t look back.

      She doesn’t slow down.

      I watch her disappear into the mansion, and I stand there, wondering why the fuck I’d thought coming back to Dublin was a good idea.
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      Sighing, I leave the table and abandon the veranda for the quiet of the house.

      I never make the decision to go there consciously, but I somehow find myself in the library.

      I walk over to the lounge chair that Saoirse was standing in front of this morning and slump down.

      The champagne hasn’t dulled my raging thoughts at all. If anything, it’s made them worse. Saoirse’s words keep running through my head.

      Two stupid kids, naïve enough to believe we had a shot.

      I’ve held onto that night for my entire adult life. It’s the only thing that kept me going.

      And it turns out she’s buried it as deep as she fucking could.

      I’m trying to rifle through my complicated state of mind when I hear the crackle of paper at my side. Frowning, I pull out a notepad that’s been stuffed in the crack between the arm of the chair and the cushion.

      I stare at the top page—and I’m amazed to see myself on the paper.

      It’s me as I was more than two decades ago.

      An innocent child with a face full of possibility, absent of worry or concern or stress.

      Just a kid, reaching for something he’s sure he can catch.

      She has drawn me.

      And she has captured the likeness so perfectly that looking at the image transports me back to that moment in the garden.

      With Ma.

      And Sean.

      Kian had been there, too, just a little avocado in Ma’s belly.

      I blink and the memory dissolves.

      I take a deep breath and head out of the library.

      I need to see Saoirse.
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      I meant to go straight up to my room.

      But the moment I’m inside the house, I hate it. The walls are oppressive. The ceiling looms over me like it’ll crash at any moment.

      Maybe I just feel the need to be with him again.

      But since that’s not an option for me, I move to the opposite side of the house and choose another door that leads to a separate part of the garden.

      The night has that breezy, uplifting, slippery quality about it. It doesn’t do anything to solve my problems or improve my mood. But where it can’t solve, it comforts.

      I look up at the night sky and marvel at the wealth of stars twinkling overhead. One streaks past—a shooting star, offering wishes.

      Unfortunately, I stopped wishing on stars a long time ago. Never did me much good anyway.

      I look down instead at my arm, counting the individual scars that form their own constellation against my pale skin.

      I used to wear them like a badge of honor. A testament to my bravery.

      But now I see them for what they really are: a consequence of my cowardice.

      I don’t know where I’m going, but I see a little fenced-in patch up ahead in the garden, so I wander in that direction. It’s as good a destination as any.

      I’m at the low barrier when I hear a purring off to the side. Turning, I find a lithe tabby cat staring at me with big brown eyes.

      “Hey,” I croon, crouching down and beckoning the feline forward. “Hey, buddy.”

      I can tell from his silver whiskers and scarred nose that he’s a fierce old tomcat. But given his luxurious coat and the shiny collar around his neck, he clearly belongs to someone.

      “Someone here?” I wonder, looking back at the house.

      He bounds gracefully over the fence and looks back at me as though asking me to follow him.

      “I was coming in anyway,” I chuckle, strangely comforted by his presence.

      I follow him over the fence. Only when I’m on the inside do I notice the two gravestones staring straight at me.

      I stiffen a little, wondering who’s been buried out here.

      It’s a pretty little spot. Calm and peaceful. But it’s not very ceremonious. Matter of fact, it feels like the gravestones have been hidden away so that no one can see them.

      Maybe that’s the point.

      I move forward and squint down at the two stones. My body goes cold when I read the first name.

      “Cillian O’Sullivan,” I breathe. “What the fu…?”

      The second name doesn’t explain things any better.

      “Sean O’Sullivan…”

      I glance over at the cat, but his answers are only purrs, and if they have any meaning, it’s lost on me. I sink to my knees on the soft bed of grass in front of the two graves.

      The ginger tabby pads over to me and butts his head against my hand. I pet him absentmindedly.

      “Can you tell me what’s going on here, little fella?” I ask. “Because I sure as hell have no clue.”

      He gives me another purr, so I scratch his neck harder. I still don’t know what he’s saying, what he’s trying to tell me. But it’s nice to just sit with another living being who isn’t trying to hurt my body, my heart, my soul.

      That’s rare for me.
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      I don’t know how long I sit there. Probably a good half hour or so.

      Which is why I nearly jump out of my skin when I feel a shadow just behind me.

      “It’s only me.” I catch a glimpse of Cillian’s blond hair glowing in the moonlight as he lowers himself down onto the grass beside me.

      “Jesus,” I breathe. “You didn’t make a sound.”

      “Actually, I did,” he replies. “You were just way off somewhere else.”

      The cat jumps into Cillian’s arms. I can’t help but smile.

      “Old friends?” I guess.

      Cillian chuckles. “I’m the one who brought him to the compound. I found him as a kitten. The night I said goodbye to Sean, actually.”

      “Wow. So he’s…”

      “Old,” Cillian finishes my sentence. “Very.”

      “Still going strong.”

      “He’s definitely been looked after well,” Cillian says, poking the cat’s fat belly teasingly. “Not everyone who has lived in this house can say that.”

      I glance towards the headstones. “Is that why I’m sitting in front of your grave?”

      Cillian gives me a dark smile. “It was Da’s way of coming to terms with the way we left,” he explains. “I think it was easier for him to think of us as dead.”

      “That’s…”

      “Insane?”

      “That’s one word for it,” I concede.

      “We left in disgrace,” Cillian continues. “In Da’s mind, I betrayed the family. Sean abandoned it.”

      “Is that really what he thinks?” I ask.

      “Da feels I should never have gone up against Brody Murtagh. That rich prick may have been a dimwit, but he was a dimwit with power. Pick your battles—it’s one of the first rules you need to master in this life.”

      “If you had listened to your father,” I say, realizing what he’s telling me, “I would have been raped.”

      “Yes. Which is why I didn’t listen.”

      “Do you regret it?”

      He fixes me with a soulful stare. “Not for a second.”

      The fervency and the ferocity with which he replies takes me off guard. There’s no hesitation, not even the stammer of one.

      “Why?” I ask. I’m genuinely curious.

      “Why?” he repeats. “You would have been raped, Saoirse. You would have been passed around like an object.”

      “Cillian,” I say softly, “you came back for me and I turned you away. No one would blame you for regretting defending me that day.”

      “I would have,” he snarls, his expression hardening at the mere suggestion that regret is a reasonable emotion for him to feel. “It was the right thing to do, Saoirse. And not just because I loved you.”

      Loved.

      The word jumps out at me as though he’s screamed it.

      First, I’m floored that he’s admitted to having ever loved me at all.

      But then my joy simmers…

      Loved.

      Past tense.

      Which is completely understandable. Even if we hadn’t parted the way we had, it has been thirteen years. No one can blame him for moving on. Least of all me.

      And still, it feels like a dagger’s been lodged between my ribs.

      “Did I ever thank you?” I ask quietly, trying to keep my voice from breaking. “For giving up your entire life for me?”

      “There’s no need to thank me,” he sighs. “I didn’t do it for the gratitude.”

      The funny thing is… I believe him.

      He looks so fucking beautiful sitting next to me. Even shrouded in shadow and half-light, the brightness of his hair and eyes can’t be cowed.

      “That’s new for me.”

      “What is?”

      “People doing nice things for me just because,” I explain. “Every man who has ever helped me has expected something in return. And that includes my father.”

      “How is old Padraig?” Cillian asks.

      “I think this is the longest I’ve gone without thinking about him,” I admit. “And I feel horrible for saying this out loud, but it’s been kinda great.”

      Cillian smiles empathetically. “Yeah?”

      “Ever since my mother died, I’ve been his caretaker. I’ve had to look after him. To fight off all the creditors that showed up on our doorstep demanding their money. To pry the bottle from his hands night after night. I’ve defended him through it all.”

      He keeps looking at me. Saying nothing. Just inviting me with those honest eyes to confess things I’ve never confessed before.

      “And yet,” I continue, “every time I had a fight with Tristan, he’d tell me to stay quiet. ‘Don’t fight back. Let Tristan have his way.’” I scoff, but it’s more bitter than haughty. Laced with sadness I’ve carried for a decade. “Even in the small things, it’s like he’s scared to take my side.”

      Cillian’s voice cracks out like a whip. “He doesn’t deserve a daughter like you.”

      I shake my head. “The irony is that I love him anyway. Love is like a drug in that way. Once you start, it’s hard to stop.”

      “It’s that much harder when it comes to parents,” Cillian says. “I know. I’ve got my own father issues.” He gestures to his own gravestone. “As you can see.”

      It’s my turn to smile sadly. “I’m sorry.”

      Cillian shrugs. “Don’t be,” he says. “Da being who he is made me who I am. I used to think I had nothing in common with him. Counted myself lucky.”

      He pauses and strokes the cat behind the ears.

      “But lately,” he murmurs, “I’m realizing I’m more like him than I thought. It’s not as bad as I always feared, either.”

      “No?”

      “He’s strong,” Cillian answers. “He’s tough. He’s steadfast in his beliefs and opinions. And so am I.”

      “Oh, I know that much,” I reply. “You’re the most stubborn person I’ve ever met. And I’ve come across a few.”

      He laughs. “Yeah, well, it takes one to know one.”

      I shoot him a glare, but he just chuckles.

      Silence envelopes us slowly. I rack my brain for ways to break it.

      Silence is dangerous when it comes to Cillian and me. We’re got too much history, too much chemistry between us. All that energy starts spinning around in the silence and I can feel it build and build.

      It’ll keep building until it breaks…

      Or until we do.

      “Saoirse…”

      I try not to look him in the eye. But that gaze is fucking hypnotic.

      It’s a beacon, pulling me forward, entrapping me and heating me through to the core in a way I know is dangerous.

      But it just feels too damn good to resist.

      “Yeah?”

      “I miss this,” he says simply.

      “Which part exactly do you miss?” I ask, trying to keep things light. “Fighting with me tooth and nail?”

      “Talking to you,” he clarifies, not letting me off the hook that easily. “You were the first person I opened up to right away. I’ve never felt so free with anyone else so fast.”

      I let that sink in for a moment.

      I’m not sure if he expects me to respond. But if he does, he’s going to be disappointed.

      Being vulnerable in front of him is the last thing I want to do.

      And admitting how I felt about him back then… Well, it’s a stone’s throw away from admitting how I feel about him now.

      I can’t do that.

      “I know we didn’t know each other long,” Cillian continues. “But that doesn’t mean we didn’t get to know each other well.”

      “You really think so?” I ask, unable to help myself.

      He reaches out through the warm night. I freeze as his fingers graze my cheek.

      He looks down at me as though he’s studying my face, searching for the secrets I refuse to give up.

      “Do you?” he counters.

      I hesitate. I open my mouth to say something. To say anything. Maybe it’ll be the truth; maybe I’ll just keep running from an honest confession.

      But I don’t get the chance.

      Because just then, Cillian leans in a little.

      And any words I might’ve been about to say die on my lips.

      My body moves instinctively towards him. In that heightened moment, all the arguments I’ve built up in my head come tumbling down.

      It feels like there’s nothing I’ve wanted more than another kiss from him.

      Just one more, I tell myself.

      And then I’ll go back to my own personal hell and live out the rest of my days with the memory of his kiss on my lips.

      It’ll be worth it.

      Just one more.

      One.

      Last.

      Ki—

      A sudden screech pierces the night like a needle. I recoil and stifle a scream. The cat hisses wildly and darts into the nearby bushes. Cillian is on his feet in seconds.

      “What the hell—”

      “It’s the alarm,” he rasps urgently, his eyes flying around the garden. “Stay close to me.”

      “What’s happening?” I ask, getting to my feet with him. “What alarm? What does that mean? Is someone here?”

      They’re stupid questions, I know, but my brain is short-circuiting from the roller coaster of emotions and now this.

      Cillian doesn’t bother answering any of them. He just grabs my hand and tugs me along in his wake as we sprint out of the fenced-in graveyard.

      Up ahead, I hear a commotion. Pounding feet. The clack of metal—is that a gun? I don’t know. Fear and longing and a million other emotions I can’t name are surging up in me.

      I can’t think. I can’t breathe.

      I can only follow Cillian and hope to God this ends okay.

      Two men turn the corner and I stiffen, but Cillian doesn’t react. “It’s okay,” he reassures me. “They’re my men.”

      My men.

      It seems he’s fallen seamlessly into a leadership role while he’s here.

      Why does that frighten me?

      Whatever the answer to that is, I let him pull me along as though I’m some helpless child.

      “Rhys!” Cillian calls.

      “False alarm, boss,” the man named Rhys shouts back. “There hasn’t been a breach.”

      “Are you sure?” Cillian asks. His grip on my hand is painful now.

      “Yeah. Someone delivered a package at the main gate. They got a little too close and it tripped the alarm,” he explains. Cool as hell, totally unruffled.

      “A package?” Cillian repeats.

      “Yes, sir. I’m going over to take a look now.”

      “I’ll come with you,” Cillian says. At last, he releases my hand. But as soon as his touch is gone, I want it back. “Logan, why don’t you escort Saoirse up to her room?”

      I whip around and glare at him. “Are you serious?”

      He seems a little taken aback by my reaction. “Just humor me.”

      “Not a chance,” I say with finality. “I’m coming with you.”

      “Saoirse…”

      “I’m coming, Cillian,” I insist. “You wanna waste time arguing with me or you wanna see what this package is all about?”

      His jaw is set, but I can tell from his expression that he knows arguing is pointless. And we both know that whatever has arrived at the gates has something to do with me.

      The coincidence is just too great.

      “Fine,” he concedes. “But stay behind me.”
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      When we approach the gate, Cillian gestures one of the security guards forward. “Well?”

      “It was dropped off by a reputed courier company,” the guard informs him. “They set it down at the foot of the gate and left. Didn’t ask for a signature or nothing.”

      Cillian glances at Rhys.

      “We’ve scanned the box,” the man says. “Didn’t pick up on anything. No explosives. No residue of gunpowder, either.”

      Cillian nods. “Open the gates.”

      The gates wheel open smoothly. I peer out from around Cillian’s back.

      I’m not prepared for how massive the box is. It’s laid out horizontally, long and narrow. Almost shaped like a coffin.

      Although surely that’s just my overactive imagination reacting to the stress of the last few days.

      “Open it up,” Cillian instructs.

      Rhys moves forward, accompanied by the man who had picked Cillian and me up from the roadside. Rory, I think his name was.

      They approach the package with their guns drawn while two other men tear off the tape securing the top lid of the gigantic rectangular box.

      They crack it open.

      And at once, their faces drop into horror.

      They hide it almost instantly. They’re trained men, I’m sure. Battle-hardened.

      But for one moment, they looked like they’d locked eyes with the devil himself.

      Cillian sees it, too.

      “Stay here,” he tells me firmly. His tone says that there will be no arguing this time.

      I’m okay with that, I think.

      He walks forward a few steps ahead of me and takes a look inside. His back is to me so I can’t see his expression, but the rigid tension of his spine catches my attention.

      Someone tries to stop me from approaching the box, but I shake him off violently and charge forward.

      Three steps until I can see what’s in there.

      Two steps.

      One step.

      I look down in the coffin…

      “Pa?”
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      As soon as I see my father’s body lying in that coffin, his face white as a ghost’s, I scream.

      Cillian’s arms wrap around me immediately, stopping me from getting any closer. He keeps whispering my name, trying to reel me in.

      But all I can hear are my own screams. Loud and endless. Torn with grief.

      That is, until my father’s body starts convulsing suddenly.

      “Fucking hell,” I hear someone say. “He’s alive. He’s alive!”

      That’s the last straw. My body, my mind, my heart… They can’t take this shit anymore.

      I black out.
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      I wake up a little while later. Rhys is in the room with me, sitting guard in a chair by the door.

      “Tell me what happened,” I beg as soon as my eyes open. “Tell me my father’s alive.”

      He fills me in quickly.

      As soon as I understand, my voice shifts. “Take me to him,” I order. “Now.”

      He nods and stands to escort me out. My legs are shaky as I clamber out of the bed, but I power through the sensation and rush out of the room.

      We move down a hallway, up a flight of stairs, and to another room, one I hadn’t encountered on my walkabout this morning.

      This one is beautiful. Too beautiful and too cheery for the rest of the austere O’Sullivan manor, as a matter of fact.

      Pastel wallpaper on one side and large, arched windows on the other. The carpet covering the entire length of the floor is a happy floral pattern at odds with the other areas of the house.

      My father, lying propped up in his makeshift gurney, gurgles unintelligibly as soon as I walk in. I hurry to his side at once.

      “Pa,” I say gently, clasping his hand in mine. “Stop. You’re too weak. Just lie back and get some rest.”

      He coughs, sending spittle flying everywhere.

      I grab a tissue from the box by his bedside and help him sit up more so that he can cough into it.

      The moment he finishes coughing, though, he cringes with pain and lets loose a soft groan.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “Stomach cramp,” he grunts.

      “It’s a side effect of the morphine, Pa,” I explain. “Give it some time and the pain will get better.”

      “Morphine?” he asks in confusion.

      It didn’t make sense to me when Rhys explained it at first, either. Plus, the morphine is addling his brain and making him disoriented.

      “Do you remember what happened, Pa?” I ask gently.

      “No… no…”

      “It’s okay,” I say, gripping his hand to counteract the nervous energy wafting off him. “Don’t worry about it. We can talk about it later.”

      “Why did I need morphine?” he asks again. He sounds so scared. Like a child.

      “You didn’t,” I tell him. I wish there was an easy to way to say this. To tell him why he’s here, why he’s in this condition. “You were injected with it. To make a point.”

      He frowns, clearly even more confused by my answer.

      “We’ll talk about it another time, okay, Pa?”

      He shakes his head. “Saoirse… Saoirse, girl… Does this have something to do with Tristan?”

      I cringe, but I can’t bring myself to deny it either. “I think so, Pa.”

      His face pales a little and his expression twists. “I remember… I remember some things… It’s hazy…”

      “Don’t strain yourself,” I insist. “Sleep now. When you’re feeling up to it, we’ll talk.”

      I make him drink some water and then I hold his hand until he falls back to sleep. I watch the rise and fall of his chest, trying not to relive the horror of seeing him in that godforsaken coffin.

      But every time I blink, I see it again.

      He could have died.

      Because of me.

      Hell, he very nearly did.

      I pace around the room with nothing to do. I’m unwilling to leave, so I uselessly fluff pillows, draw the blinds down, and tidy up areas that don’t need to be tidied.

      I feel useless. Irrelevant. And extremely guilty.

      Sometime later, the door opens with a soft creak. I glance over as Fiona walks in carrying a large tray. I clear space for her on the round table sitting in front of the windows.

      There’s an assortment of breads and pastries, some juice, more water. Everything smells amazing. But I have no appetite.

      “Saoirse, dear,” she says gently. “You need to eat.”

      “Thank you, but I’m not hungry.”

      She sighs. She was expecting that response. “Is there anything you would like to eat?”

      I shake my head. “Couldn’t if I tried.”

      She reaches out and squeezes my arm. “I know it’s hard,” she says. “But stay strong. He’s still here.”

      I give her a tight smile and she leaves the room as quietly as she came in. I sit down in front of the laden tray and stare with disinterest at all the food she’s packed onto it.

      My thoughts start twisting around with ever-increasing fervor. But they go nowhere productive. Nowhere helpful.

      Just around and around in endless, nightmarish circles.
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      Pa sleeps for about an hour. When he wakes up, I’m right by his side. “Have you been here the entire time?” he asks.

      “Of course,” I reply, sitting up and putting my hands on his bedside. “How are you feeling?”

      He gazes at the ceiling for a moment. “Strange. Weak. Ashamed.”

      I don’t expect that. I raise my eyebrows.

      “Ashamed?”

      “It was Tristan,” Pa explains. “He… I remember bits and pieces.”

      “He’s the one who put you in the coffin?” I gasp, even though I’m not really surprised.

      “I was in a fookin’ coffin?”

      I bite my lip, not sure how or if to answer.

      He studies my face and then looks down at the way I’m clutching his hand. “Where are we, sweet?”

      “The O’Sullivan Manor.”

      “This is where you ran off to?” he asks, but there’s no accusation in his tone.

      “No, Pa. I… I planned on leaving the country,” I admit, biting the bullet and owning the decision I made back when I had hope. “I was at the airport when Tristan caught me. He dragged me to the station and put me in a holding cell.”

      “Under what grounds?” Pa surprises me by asking.

      “On the grounds that I pissed him off,” I laugh scornfully. “You know what he’s like.”

      Pa’s eyes cloud over and he returns pressure on my hand. “I do know what he’s like. I knew… even back then.” He looks down as though he can’t bear to look me in the eye. “And I let you marry him. I encouraged it.”

      I stare silently at my father. Mostly because I never expected to hear him admit to that out loud.

      “I knew he was a monster,” Pa continues. “But somehow, I thought it was a good thing. I thought he could keep you safe, provide for you.”

      “And help you out when you needed it?” I accuse before I can stop myself.

      His face twists again.

      I feel instantly horrible. “I’m sorry, Pa.”

      He shakes his head. “Don’t be. It’s true. I was thinking of myself when I should have been thinking of you.”

      “It’s okay. Forget about it. We can talk about something else.”

      “No, it’s not,” he says firmly. “Tristan had me dragged out from the home a few days ago.”

      “He did what?” I gape at him.

      Pa nods. “He moved me back to your house. He had me tied up. Tortured.”

      He hiccups on the last word and I lean in a little closer. “Oh, Pa, for fuck’s sake… I’m so sorry…”

      He shakes his head and gives me a sad smile. “I make all the mistakes and yet you’re always the one who ends up apologizing. I should be the one apologizing, Saoirse. I should be on my knees begging for your forgiveness.”

      “You don’t need to—”

      “I could barely stand a few days with him,” Pa interrupts. “How you managed thirteen years, I’ll never know. I’m ashamed of what I expected you to put up with. To suffer through.”

      I look down as bitterness and pain war with one another.

      I love my father. But I recognize the part of myself that’s also angry with him.

      It’s not like the bruises and scars on my arms went unnoticed. He saw it all.

      He just pretended not to.

      It was easier for him to believe that I fell down the stairs, that I cut myself shaving, that the kitchen knife just happened to slip.

      Much less convenient to face the fact that my husband was a beast.

      “I know you did it all for me.”

      “I did do it for you,” I reply with a nod. “But in the end, I couldn’t anymore, Pa. That’s why I was planning on leaving. I had to fight for myself.”

      My father looks down. “I was angry at first when I heard. And then I realized what you were running from,” he says. “You were running from me as much as you were running from him.”

      It’s shockingly honest. More perceptive than anything else I’ve ever heard him say.

      And I don’t deny it.

      My natural instinct is to step in and try and absolve him of blame. But this time, I stop myself.

      It’s time to face harsh truths, even if they hurt. I’ve been hiding behind denial too long.

      He has, too.

      “I love you, Pa,” I tell him fervently. “I’ve always loved you. But I’ve been alone all these years. Even before Tristan entered my life, I was alone. You left me when Mama did.”

      Pa closes his eyes and a tear slips free. “Your mother… She was the best part of me.”

      “And her death broke your heart,” I say. “I know, Pa. But you didn’t fight for the part of her she left behind. You never fought for me.”

      He looks at me through tear-filled eyes and nods. He accepts the blame I’m laying at his feet, instead of batting it away like he used to.

      It makes me feel lighter, like a weight has been lifted off my chest.

      I’ve never had this before. The grace of simple fucking acknowledgement.

      It means everything.

      “I have so much to atone for, Saoirse,” he whispers. “For all the pain and suffering you went through. That’s on me.”

      I sigh. “It’s not, Pa. Even if you had objected, Tristan wouldn’t have taken no for an answer. He’s wanted me for a long time. Ever since I was a teenager.”

      A horrified look flits across his face, and he turns a nasty shade of pink.

      “Did… did he touch you… when you were a teenager? Before you married him?”

      I don’t understand why people assume rape is somehow easier to bear when you’re older, or within the confines of marriage. Rape is rape, no matter what form it takes.

      “No, Pa. He never did that.”

      He releases a breath. I can see that he’s relieved. I decide to let him have that little kernel of peace.

      He knows I’ve suffered. He doesn’t need to know the precise details of what that suffering entailed.

      All those nights I was held down and gagged while Tristan used my body like it was his to use, destroy, degrade.

      All those nights I cried myself to sleep because I knew I would have to wake up and pleasure a man I hated.

      All those nights I dreamed about another man—a laughing guardian angel with blond curls and clear blue eyes.

      There’s a knock on the door. Pa stiffens.

      I give him a reassuring pat and stand up. “Don’t worry,” I tell him. “You rest. I’ll go see who it is.”

      I walk out into the broad hallway to find Cillian standing there, waiting for me. His expression is kind of closed-off. Guarded.

      “He’s awake?” Cillian asks.

      “Yes. But he needs to rest. He’s confused. Hurting.”

      Cillian frowns. “I’ve given him plenty of time,” he says. “For your sake alone. It’s time I spoke to him.”

      He tries to walk past me, but I step to the side and block him. “Cillian, I’m serious. He’s been through a lot. You need to give him more time.”

      “I gave him enough,” he says harshly. “I have a responsibility to my clan as well. And I’ve already waited too long to question him.”

      “You make him sound like a suspect.”

      “He’s the only lead we have at the moment,” Cillian says simply.

      “He’s still disoriented and confused…”

      “I heard you in there talking to him,” he points out gruffly. “If he’s able to have a coherent conversation with you, then he can speak to me.”

      “Would you show a little bit of sensitivity for once in your fucking life?” I demand, my anger igniting fast.

      I’m aware that I’m emotional at the moment, but I don’t have the presence of mind to reign it in.

      “Me?” he roars back, his tone rising to meet mine. “What about you? Your father’s sitting in that room safe and sound. My parents are being held by the enemy and I fucking need to get them back! Some things are not all about you, Saoirse.”

      I rear back as though he’s slapped me. Before I can figure out what to say, someone interrupts.

      “Ahem.”

      I whirl around to see a young man leaning on crutches, looking between Cillian and me.

      I’ve never seen him before but I recognize him instantly. “You must be Kian.”

      “And you must be Saoirse,” he says.

      He’s handsome. Every bit as handsome as Cillian and just as tall. But his features are a little heavier, a little broodier. His smile doesn’t come as easy.

      There’s more darkness in him. He wears his pain differently.

      “I was just heading to the garden,” he says. “Why don’t you join me? You look like you need to stretch your legs.”

      He may be right about that, but I don’t appreciate his transparent attempt to get me out of the way so that Cillian can interrogate my father.

      He seems to realize as much. “You know my brother, Saoirse,” he says. “You can trust him to do this delicately.”

      I glance back at Cillian, who gives me a small nod. “This can’t be delayed any longer,” he says grimly.

      With a sigh, I nod, conceding defeat.

      Cillian looks like he’s about to say something else to me. Then, at the last minute, he changes his mind and heads into Pa’s room.

      The door shuts on me. I glance towards Kian, who’s looking at me with curiosity.

      “Yeah,” I say before he can fire the barb, “I’m the girl who cost him his family and his country. We can get that out of the way ahead of time.”

      Kian smiles. And when he does, the smile transforms him. It’s like seeing a younger version of Cillian. One with lighter eyes, darker hair.

      “I get it now,” he whispers reverently.

      “Get what?”

      “Why he did what he did all those years ago.”

      I turn from him quickly so that he doesn’t see what those simple words do to me.
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      Padraig Connelly aged a lot in the last thirteen years. Wrinkles and frown lines ravage his features.

      But I think it’s regret that has taken the greatest toll on him.

      He attempts to sit up a little straighter when he sees me walk in. “Cillian O’Sullivan,” he says by way of greeting.

      I drag a chair over to his bedside and straddle it. “Bet you didn’t think you’d see me again.”

      “No,” he admits. “I didn’t. And I certainly didn’t expect to feel relieved when I did.”

      “Wow,” I remark without betraying my feelings, “I’m almost touched.”

      His eyes grow careful as he senses the underlying frigidity in my tone. “I should thank you,” he says. “For saving my girl.”

      “She wouldn’t have needed saving if you’d taken care of her.”

      He tenses immediately.

      I probably should go easy on him. But I can’t quell the rage I feel thinking about all those years that Saoirse had to suffer through while he stood silently by and watched.

      “I… I know what I did,” he says at last. “I know I failed her.”

      “Tell me—did you really not know the kind of man Tristan was?” I probe. “Or did you just not give a fuck?”

      His eyes go wide.

      But it’s not defensiveness I’m seeing. It’s regret. Shame. Sadness.

      He draws in a long, rattling breath. “Deep down, I suppose I did know,” he says, hanging his head. “I just… justified things.”

      “How?”

      Padraig lifts his eyes to mine. They’re glassy with emotion, and I can tell it’s genuine. He’s not putting on a show for my benefit.

      He means this.

      “I was worried about her future. I thought Tristan was strong enough, connected enough to keep her safe.”

      “I could have kept her safe,” I snap before I can rein in my temper.

      Padraig eyes me wearily. “I heard about the two of you secondhand,” he mumbles. “How was I to know what had happened?”

      “You could have asked your daughter, no?”

      “I tried once,” he admits. “She refused to say a word about you. She snapped her mouth shut and stayed silent for days. I decided it was better not to mention you at all.”

      “And what about afterwards?” I ask. “When bruises started popping up on her arms and neck? What then?”

      Padraig flinches. “She gave me explanations. I believed them.”

      “Because it was convenient.”

      “Yes.”

      The way he owns up to everything surprises me. I’d pegged him for a coward from the very beginning. And cowards blame the rest of the world for their mistakes while shirking their own responsibility.

      This is not that. Not by a long shot.

      “I… I failed her,” Padraig says again. “And I will never forgive myself for that.”

      I take a deep breath and lean back in my seat.

      And, God help me, I take a small bit of mercy on the poor bastard.

      “You can make amends,” I tell him. “You can be there for her now.”

      “Perhaps. Doesn’t erase the past though.”

      “No,” I admit. “No, it doesn’t.” Then I lean forward again, elbows propped on my knees. “What forced you to face the truth?”

      “What truth?”

      “The truth about Tristan.”

      Padraig swallows. “Three days ago, Saoirse was supposed to show up for her shift at the home. She’s never missed a day. When she didn’t show up, I called him. He didn’t say much but I could tell something had happened. That night he showed up and told me I was being discharged from the nursing home I was living in. He was taking me back home. The house where he and Saoirse lived.”

      “And did he take you there?”

      “Yes. But… he wasn’t moving me back in like I’d wanted,” Padraig says, his words stalling slightly under the weight of the memory. “He said… He was going to punish me, he said.”

      “For?”

      “For raising an ungrateful daughter,” Padraig explains with difficulty. “He told me that I’d be useful to him when the time came. And I’d be a punching bag to him in the meantime.”

      He stops talking for a moment and reaches for a tissue.

      “I… I can’t remember too much,” he admits. “I was unconscious for a lot of the time when Tristan was around. He’d ask me questions, and if I didn’t give him the answers he wanted, he’d beat me.”

      The bruises on his face prove that much.

      “What questions did he ask you?”

      Padraig concentrates inwardly, trying to dredge out specific memories. “He asked me… if Saoirse talks about you.”

      “Me?” I repeat, frowning.

      “Yes,” Padraig confirms with a nod. “He seemed to think that she still had feelings for you.”

      That’s news to me. Since we’d reconnected, Saoirse has made it abundantly clear that her feelings for me are in the past.

      But apparently, Tristan feels differently. Which begs the question…

      What’s causing him to feel that way?

      I’d love to dig a little deeper here, but I’ve allowed myself to get sidetracked by Saoirse again. I need to get back on track.

      “Did Tristan ask you anything else about me? Did he mention my parents?”

      Padraig’s eyebrows knot together for a moment. “No, he didn’t.”

      “You’re aware he has ties to the Kinahans?”

      “Yes.”

      “And the Murtaghs?”

      “Yes.”

      I grind my teeth in frustration at the short-sightedness of Padraig’s long-term plan.

      “Is it true?” I ask. “Is Brody Murtagh awake? Is he alive?”

      Padraig hesitates for a moment.

      “Where do your loyalties lie, Padraig?” I press directly. “Tell me now.”

      He glances at me, and I can see the fear dart across his eyes. There’s conflict, too. His deepest nature is to cower back, but I can tell he’s trying to be stronger.

      I’m hoping it’s for Saoirse’s sake. That’s the only way the man can ever hope to win my respect.

      “My loyalties?” he repeats. “Wherever Saoirse’s best interests are, that’s where my loyalties lie, too.”

      I sigh and regard him. “As answers go, that’s a pretty good one,” I say with an approving nod. “Lucky for you, I feel the same way.”

      “You care about Saoirse?”

      “It’s the reason I broke her out of that holding cell,” I say. “I don’t intend on letting the motherfucker she married come anywhere near her again. And if you want the same thing, you’ll help me.”

      His eyes go wide as he nods slowly. “I… I don’t know much,” he says. “But I do know that Brody Murtagh is alive. He was in a coma for a long time.”

      “Not anymore.”

      “Apparently not. Tristan told me about it. The doctors were astounded. They thought he’d be little more than a vegetable.”

      “I’m guessing he wasn’t.”

      “Not quite. They said his memories came back slowly. He learned to walk and talk again.”

      The way he speaks gives me pause. His voice has instinctively fallen into a hush, almost like he’s scared of being overheard.

      “What else?” I ask, sensing there’s more.

      Padraig looks at me fearfully. “At the time I didn’t think much of it,” he admits. “I never thought we’d be on the other side.”

      “Other side of what?”

      “This conflict between your family and… them,” Padraig says softly. “Tristan used to refer to Brody Murtagh as Brian’s secret weapon.”

      I frown. “What does that mean?”

      “The boy—well, I suppose he’s a man now,” Padraig corrects himself. “The process of rehabilitation affected him. He’s twisted. Prone to violence. Filled with vengeance. Brian Murtagh was able to mold him into a killer. Someone cold and ruthless, consumed only with power.”

      It seems that Brody Murtagh really has risen from the dead.

      Unfortunately for him…

      So have I.

      “Cillian,” Padraig says uncertainly, “the Kinahans are strong.”

      “I’m aware,” I rumble. “But I’m stronger.”

      “You haven’t been here for a long time.”

      “You can take the man out of the country. But you can’t take the country out of the man. Or fuck, I dunno, something like that. I can handle this.”

      He grips my hand in his frail grasp. “I don’t want my daughter caught in the crossfire.”

      I’m glad that Padraig has decided to be a father after so long turning his head the other way. But his words spark another bout of anger.

      “If you didn’t want that, then you shouldn’t have put her in the fucking crossfire to begin with,” I snap.

      “I thought he’d protect her!” he wails.

      I look at him without a shred sympathy. “And maybe he would have, if she’d kept her head down and done his bidding like a fucking trained dog. If she’d allowed him to control her, maybe she’d have avoided a few beatings, a few bruises. But we both know Saoirse is not the type of women to take a beating lying down. She’s a fighter.”

      His eyes drop guiltily. “I know that.”

      “And you handed her over to a man who was determined to break that fight,” I snarl, getting to my feet. “You have no moral high ground here. I suggest you sit back and let me protect your daughter.”

      “How do I know you will?” he asks.

      I almost laugh in his face. It’s a bold question from a man in no position to be asking such things.

      Apparently, he has bigger balls than I thought.

      “I did once before,” I remind him. “It cost me everything.”

      Padraig nods, processing what that means.

      Then his expression turns curious. “What did happen between you and Saoirse?” he asks carefully.

      That question takes me by surprise, too.

      So many fucking ways to explain that.

      In the end, all I say is, “It’s complicated.”

      But what I’m really thinking is…

      Fuck if I know.
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      I sigh as I look out over the peaceful view of the lake from our perch on the same veranda where Cillian and I had dinner.

      It feels like weeks have passed since then.

      “This place…” I breathe in amazement. “It’s good for the soul.”

      Kian gives me a smile. “Maybe if you haven’t grown up here,” he says with a shrug.

      “Meaning you’ve gotten used to the view?”

      “Meaning we never learned to truly appreciate it in the first place,” he corrects. “There were other things that took priority. And also, our parents were not exactly the kind to sit and enjoy nature, you know?”

      I smile. “More of the tough love types, huh?”

      “Understatement of the year, but yes,” Kian laughs. “Sean got the brunt of it because, for a long time, he was the heir. But Cillian was the second-born, so he got it, too. To a lesser degree, but plenty bad enough.”

      “And then they both left and there was nothing to distract from you,” I surmise.

      He smiles thinly. “I managed.”

      “Is that why you chose a broken leg over leading the clan?”

      It’s strange really, almost unsettling, how he looks so much like Cillian. The nose, the cheeks, the cut jaw—it’s all the same.

      But there’s a different kind of soul animating his features.

      “Perceptive.”

      “For the record, I don’t doubt you were trying to trying to protect Cillian.”

      “What makes you so sure?” he asks.

      I shrug. “It’s in the eyes.”

      His expression grows more thoughtful. More searching.

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” he says, shaking his head. “It’s just weird to see and speak to you now. You were only ever a name before.”

      I cringe a little at the thought of what his answer to my next question might be.

      But I ask it anyway. “Did you hate me?”

      “Some days, yes,” he says honestly. “But as I got older, it became easier to understand.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’ve been stupid about girls when all I felt for them was lust. I can’t imagine how stupid I might have been if what I really felt was love.”

      I guffaw. “That was… poetic.”

      He chuckles politely. “Nah, Cillian is the poetic one. He always was.”

      “So what are you then?” I ask.

      He thinks about that for a moment. “I was only ever the spare,” he answers softly. “Not even the second choice. I was always the third. I was the last chance. The only remaining hope for Da’s dreams.”

      In the distance, birds skim over the lake. The air is warm and balmy, but a sudden chill races over the backs of my arms right as Kian grows more mournful.

      “I had no choice but to embrace it,” he continues. “My parents gave me no choice. They suffocated me with duty and called it love. I’ve never had a chance to be anything else.”

      I look at him as my heart cracks. What a hard life he must’ve had. The pressure of an overbearing father and two exiled brothers weighing down on him. Never a moment’s rest from that burden.

      “Is that how you feel now?”

      “Now?” he repeats. “Now, I feel like I deserve the chance to see what other options are available to me. And who knows? Maybe I’ll end up back here, right where I started.”

      “But at least if that happens, it’ll be your choice,” I say, understanding where he’s coming from.

      “Yes. Exactly.”

      I give him a sympathetic smile. “Trust me—I know what it’s like to feel trapped. To not have a say in your own future. It makes you feel… powerless.”

      Kian nods like he doesn’t trust himself to speak.

      “You know that Cillian plans on leaving Ireland, though, don’t you?” I ask.

      He snorts. “Or so he says.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “You don’t believe him?”

      “Oh, I believe that he believes,” Kian replies. “I just think he’s in denial.”

      “About what?”

      “About where he belongs.” He fixes me with a hard look. “He came back to Ireland for a reason, Saoirse.”

      He doesn’t offer up an explanation as to what that reason may be.

      But he doesn’t have to. I already know the damage our fleeting romance had on his life.

      He has come back to fix what we broke.

      “Anyway, I’m heading inside,” Kian tells me. “It’s time for my painkillers and my leg is hurting like a motherfucker. Are you gonna be alright on your own?”

      “I’m a big girl,” I say with a smile. “I can handle the quiet.”

      “If there’s anything you need, let me know.”

      He’s turning towards the house when I realize that I do want something. It’s the only therapy I’d turned to over the years. And even then, I’d fallen into it in secret.

      “Kian?”

      “Yes?” he asks, twisting around slightly to look back at me.

      “Actually, there is something I want.”

      “Name it.”

      “A flew blank sheets of paper and some pencils.”

      He gives me a smile and nods. “I’ll send someone out here with both soon.”

      “Thank you.”

      He heads back into the mansion and I sink deeper onto the bench.

      The view really is spectacular. It’s got my creative juices flowing.

      Tristan put up with my art for a few months before he started to get impatient and annoyed every time he saw me with a pencil and pad.

      “Why the fuck is your nose always buried in a fucking piece of paper?” he demanded one night. “You’re not a damn teenager anymore.”

      I’d ignored him of course. What was the harm of letting me pretend—if only for a moment—that there was still some beauty left in my world?

      But of course, Tristan hated allowing me the slightest modicum of freedom. Any sliver of joy I managed to find, he would stomp out.

      Which is why I’d come home one day to find all my sketchbooks burned to a crisp in the kitchen sink.

      “Miss Saoirse?”

      I clutch my heart as the austere butler appears at my left shoulder. “Jesus, Quinn,” I scold. “You never make a sound.”

      “It is the mark of a good butler.”

      “Then you must be the best of the best.”

      He doesn’t really smile, but his features seem to soften for a moment. I consider that progress.

      “The items you requested,” he says, handing me a large sketchpad and a set of pristine colored pencils.

      “Wow, thanks,” I say, my eyes popping out at the sight of the expensive supplies.

      I resist the urge to smell both things. I don’t need to give people in this mansion another reason to look at me as though I’m a kooky outsider.

      He gives me a nod and leaves as silently as he came.

      I watch him go, wondering at the kind of loyalty that would bind a stranger to one family for so much of his life. There’s a lot about Cillian’s world that I don’t understand.

      But being here has helped me see the other side of things. The life he came from. The reasons he chose to come back.

      I start to draw idly. It’s been a long time since I was able to enjoy my hobby so much. And as always, I lose myself in the beauty of creating something from nothing.

      My eyes dart up to the scene before me and back down again.

      And time whisks past like summer breeze in the process.
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      “That’s beautiful.”

      For the second time that day, I jump with a gasp of shock. But this time, it’s not Quinn or Kian.

      “Cillian,” I breathe. “Goddammit, no one makes a sound in this place.”

      He gives me a soft smile as he sits down beside me. “I didn’t want to disturb you.” He looks over at my completed image and shakes his head. “You’re an artist.”

      The word feels completely alien. I’ve never thought of myself as an artist. It’s not a title that suits me.

      “I’m not.”

      “No?” he asks, gesturing to the sketchpad. “Then what do you call this?”

      I’ve managed to capture the lake to perfection, right down to the reflection of trees on its outer banks. Even I have to admit, it’s one of my most well-realized landscapes.

      “I’m just a girl who likes to draw.”

      He smirks. “And what’s the difference?”

      I close the sketchpad and angle my body towards him. “Nothing you’d understand.”

      I meant it as a joke, but he doesn’t laugh. Instead, his eyes melt and he leans in a little closer to me.

      “Saoirse,” he says tenderly, “I’m sorry about before.”

      He’s probably the only man I’ve ever met who’s offered me apologies instead of accusation. He’s probably one of the few men out there who can do it with so much grace, as well.

      For lesser men—Tristan comes to mind—an apology is like pulling teeth. If they manage to do it at all, it’s given grudgingly, filled with bitterness and condescension.

      But Cillian’s apology comes easily, like it doesn’t cost him a thing.

      “I overreacted,” he says. “I was acting like a—”

      “Don?” I offer.

      He sighs. “Yeah. Something like that.”

      “That’s what you are,” I say. “And in any case, I owe you an apology, too. I shouldn’t have fought you so hard about talking to Pa. Of course you’d want to. Of course you’d want to do whatever you have to do to find your parents.”

      He gives me a small, tight smile. “Except so far, I’m not doing the greatest job.”

      “Give it time.”

      “They might not have time,” he scowls, but this time, I know he’s not angry with me. “I’ve got half a dozen men doing recon on their whereabouts, but still nothing. Every feeler I put out there keeps coming up blank. It’s like there’s nothing to find.”

      “Maybe you’re looking in the wrong places,” I suggest.

      I can see the muscles of his arms tense. “I don’t know where else to look. Sometimes, it feels…”

      He stops short. I can sense the uncertainty tunneling through him.

      I reach out without thinking and put my hand on his knee. He glances down. I tense slightly but I don’t remove it.

      “What?” I ask. “What were you gonna say?”

      “I’m starting to suspect that maybe the Kinahans have someone on the inside,” he says in a low voice.

      “You think one of your men is a rat?”

      “I’ve just got this—fuck, I dunno what to call it—this nagging in the back of my head,” he tells me. “I’ve tried so many different avenues and each one leads to a dead end. If there’s one thing I know, men leave trails. Where’s the Kinahans’ trail? The only way it could disappear so completely is if—”

      “There was someone here who was covering it up for them,” I finish.

      “Exactly.”

      “Have you spoken to Kian about it?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “There’s the rub,” he says. “I’ve been here all of three days. The first thing I do after coming back can’t be accusing my own men of disloyalty.”

      “But what if you’re right?”

      “Kian has been here the whole time,” Cillian points out, as though he’s trying to talk himself out of his own suspicions. “So have my parents. If there was a mole, don’t you think they would have sniffed him out by now?”

      “People make mistakes, Cillian,” I point out. “And sometimes love and loyalty are the easiest ways to make mistakes.”

      He frowns. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that it blinds you,” I try to explain. “When you trust someone, it takes a beat before you can open your mind to the fact that they might not be trustworthy. Your men have all been with the family for years, right? Ninety-nine percent of them probably are loyal. But one might have slipped through the cracks.”

      He’s dour, uncertain. “You think I’m right?”

      “I don’t know for sure,” I reply. “But I think if you have an instinct about something, it’s probably worth looking into it.”

      He takes a moment and nods slowly, as though he’s processing my words. “Thanks.”

      I’m trying not to be too excited about the fact that he seems comfortable opening up to me about all this.

      “Did my father give you anything useful?” I ask tentatively.

      “Nothing I don’t already know,” Cillian says with obvious disappointment. “Tristan had him discharged and taken back to your house.”

      “I know. Pa told me.”

      He gives me a curious little glance that borders on being secretive.

      “What?”

      “Apparently, Tristan questioned your father about me.”

      I stiffen. “About you?”

      “He seems to be under the allusion that I might still be a… threat to him,” he says sort of vaguely.

      “Well, you are the son of the O’Sullivan don,” I point out.

      Cillian only shakes his head. “That’s not the kind of threat I’m talking about,” he says. “He seems to think that you might still have feelings for me.”

      He frames it almost like a question. And I can only stare at him, trying to figure out an answer that doesn’t sound like a lie.

      “I… Well, I mean… Tristan has always been an extremely insecure man,” I answer at last. “The bullies always are.”

      He looks at me carefully. He’s too smart to miss the fact that I haven’t exactly given him a direct answer.

      But thankfully, he doesn’t press me for one.

      “‘Bully’ is too kind a word for him,” Cillian says. “Apart from that, Tristan didn’t really give much away about the Kinahans’ plan. And given that they planned on delivering Padraig to my doorstep in a body bag, I doubt he would have.”

      “I’m sorry, Cillian,” I say sincerely. “I wish I could help.”

      “You being here at all is a help to me.”

      I smile. “Is that right?”

      “You keep me calm,” he replies simply.

      My chest tightens as I think back to when we were both eighteen, unencumbered with pain and loss. With unwanted husbands and disappointed fathers.

      “Fuck me,” Cillian curses bitterly, looking out into the pristine lake.

      “Hey,” I say gently. “You’ll figure this out.”

      He shakes his head. “I should have had them back here by now.”

      “It’s only been days since they were taken,” I point out. “You’re being too hard on yourself.”

      He snorts derisively. “Ma used to say that to him when we were boys,” Cillian tells me. “‘You’re too hard on them, Ronan.’ He told her that we weren’t going to stay boys for long. We needed to get used to the real world.”

      I feel a zip of sudden awareness block out the rest of Cillian’s sentence. “Ronan?” I repeat.

      “What?” Cillian says, frowning at me.

      “Your father’s name is Ronan?”

      “Uh… yeah?”

      Ronan and his bitch, too…

      I grab Cillian’s arm as the memory resurfaces. “I heard Tristan say the name just after he locked me up in that cell,” I tell him urgently.

      Cillian’s expression ripples with hope. “Did you hear anything else?”

      “He mentioned that they were taken to… The Cavern, I think he said?”

      I hope Cillian knows what that means, because I certainly don’t.

      “The Cavern,” Cillian repeats, awestruck. “The fucking Cavern.”

      “You know the place?”

      “Yes,” he breathes, a smile lighting up his features. “Yes, I fucking do. It’s a secret police black site they use for interrogations and high-risk prisoners.”

      He leaps to his feet. I do the same.

      “Fucking hell, Saoirse,” he says. “You’re my good luck charm.”

      He stares down at me, radiating with energy and strength that’s so contagious I can feel every molecule of my own body humming right along with him.

      A crazy thought passes through my head. If he kissed me now, I wouldn’t be able to stop him. I’d have no choice but to kiss him right back.

      For the briefest of moments as he beams at me, it’s like he’s thinking the same thing.

      Like it might happen.

      The kiss that could save us both or send us both straight to hell.

      But whichever one of those things it is, I’m ready for it, because all that matters is him, us, this—

      All that joy drains right out the moment Cillian starts walking away from me.

      I abandon my sketchbook on the bench and run after him.

      “Cillian! What are you gonna do?” I ask, suddenly nervous about where this information might lead him.

      He doesn’t break stride for a single instant. “I’m going to go storm the fucking Cavern,” he tells me grimly. “We’re getting my parents back. Tonight.”

      The fear that births in my gut is cold and nauseating. “Do you have enough men for that?”

      “We’ll find out.”

      “Cillian!”

      I don’t even know why I call out his name. I have no question to ask. No parting words to give him.

      I just want to prolong this moment, delay his departure. As long as he’s here, as long as he’s in front of me, he’s safe.

      Finally, he stops and turns. “Yeah?”

      The mirth is gone from his eyes. He’s the O’Sullivan don right now.

      Cold. Decisive. Violent.

      I shake my head. I’m too flustered to hide the fear in my eyes.

      He reads my face for a moment and his newfound intensity seems to simmer, to recede ever-so-slightly.

      He returns to me and cups my face with both his hands. His touch is ten points of heat on my skin, and it’s almost too much to bear.

      “I’ll be okay,” he says, reading my thoughts. “I’ve done this before. More times than I can count. I know what I’m doing, Saoirse.”

      I’m shaking like a leaf. “That doesn’t make me feel better.”

      He smiles sadly. “It’s gonna have to do for now,” he whispers. “You know I have to go.”

      “I don’t care if you go,” I tell him. “I just want you to come back.”

      Am I giving myself away with those words? I can barely tell up from down anymore.

      But before I have a chance to find out, Cillian’s lips come down on mine.

      I’ve spent thirteen years dreaming about what it would be like to kiss him again. No dream or fantasy came anywhere close to the lived reality of this.

      His lips are soft and insistent. But there’s urgency in the kiss that’s new and frightening, even as the notes of familiarity amidst all the exciting newness have my head spinning.

      My lips part ever so slightly. His do, too.

      There’s only a tiny moment, a second of freefall, when our tongues meet and it feels like we’ll never break apart.

      Until we do.

      I don’t even know who breaks the kiss. All I know is that suddenly, I’m looking at his gorgeous eyes again and he’s looking at me with the regretful expression of a man who’s about to make an excuse he knows I don’t want to hear.

      “I’m sorry,” he murmurs. “I can’t get distracted again. But I’ll come back, Saoirse. I’ll come back for you.”

      And then he leaves.

      I stand there with my fingers tingling and my heart thudding painfully against my chest.

      Why am I always the one left standing there while he walks away?

      Why am I always the one left grasping at thin air where he is supposed to be?

      At first, I think it’s sadness I feel. The same longing I felt as he walked away down that hospital hallway thirteen years ago.

      Then I realize, No, it’s not sadness.

      It’s anger.

      It takes me several more minutes to process what that means. To understand what I intend to do about it.

      But when I finally do, when the last puzzle piece clicks into place…

      My determination becomes razor sharp.

      This time, I’m not staying behind.
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      “Well?”

      Kian puts the phone down with an ashen face. “You’re right,” he confirms with a nod. “They’re being held at the Cavern.”

      “And you can trust your source?”

      “The guy is a fucking pro,” Kian says. “He wasn’t able to breach the walls, but he managed to abduct one of the guards on duty. Twenty minutes of interrogation and the guy started talking.”

      I slam my closed fist down on Da’s table, the table at which most of his decisions were made. “So we have a location.”

      “We do,” Kian says cautiously. “Now, we just need a plan.”

      I wave a dismissive hand in the air. “We have a plan. We get a fucking team together and get the fuck over there. Ma and Da could be back here by sundown.”

      “You want to attack today?” Kian asks incredulously. “Now?”

      “What is the point in waiting?”

      “Fucking hell, Cillian,” he says. “We need a game plan. We can’t just go in blind.”

      “We’re not blind. We’ve done this shit before. At least I have. We get together a team. We go in heavily-armed and we open fucking fire. We have the manpower and the element of surprise.”

      “We haven’t done any recon,” Kian retorts. “We don’t know how heavily guarded the Cavern is, we don’t know how many men or what security measures they’ve installed since our last recon on the area. We don’t know jack shit.”

      “Fuck that. Doesn’t matter.”

      “Listen to me, goddammit! We need more time. I’m not asking for much,” Kian yells. “Another twelve hours at the most. I’ll send Rory and Rhys in and they’ll be back in a few hours with a full report.”

      “No.”

      Kian grips the edge of the desk until his knuckles go white. “Why the fuck not?” he growls.

      I sigh, realizing that the alphas in each of us are close to butting heads.

      “Because…” I grit my teeth down, knowing there’s no easy way to say it.

      “Because what?”

      “Don’t you think it’s a little suspicious that our only legitimate piece of intelligence came from Saoirse?” I ask. “It was a fucking fluke that she happened to overhear information that’s useful to us.”

      “Do you have a point?”

      “My point is that you have a team looking into Ma and Da’s whereabouts, don’t you?”

      “Yes?”

      “And every lead they’ve gotten so far has led to a dead end.”

      Kian frowns. “What exactly are you trying to say?”

      “That maybe someone on the inside doesn’t want us to find them,” I say bluntly.

      Kian’s eyes narrow in my direction as he puts the pieces together. “You’re accusing our men of disloyalty.”

      “I’m—”

      “That’s a serious accusation.”

      “I’m aware,” I snarl.

      “Don’t put me in the position of having to defend them.”

      “I’m sure most of them are loyal,” I say. “And I know how this looks. I fly in after a thirteen-year absence and start accusing our own men of fucking around. I’m very aware that it doesn’t look good. So why would I do it unless I truly believed we have a breach?”

      Tension and worry flits across Kian’s face as he stands in the face of my logic. “Fuck,” he growls unhappily. “I’m not saying I don’t believe you…”

      “You don’t have to believe me. How about for now, you just trust me?”

      Kian sighs. “I suppose I have no choice. You are acting don.”

      I smile. “Music to my ears,” I reply. “So let’s get going.”

      “Slowly,” Kian barks, reaching for his crutches.

      “Ah. When I say, ‘Let’s get going,’ I mean that in spirit,” I say. “You’re staying put, little brother.”

      “Are you fucking serious?”

      “What do you want me to do?” I say. “You can barely walk.”

      “I can still shoot.”

      “Kian, if you were in my position, what would you do?”

      Kian rolls his eyes, and for a moment, I see the ten-year-old kid I’d never said goodbye to. “Fine, motherfucker. I’ll stay put.”

      I clap him on the shoulder. “Good man. You can coordinate from here,” I tell him. “And keep an eye out for suspicious behavior. I want a contingent of men around the mansion’s walls. We need to make sure this place is secure.”

      “I’m on it,” Kian grumbles, sitting back down and grabbing the phone.

      And just like that, it begins.
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      Within the next half hour, I’ve got fifty men all rounded up. They’ve gathered in the private driveway, standing in front of the armored vehicles we’re driving to the Cavern.

      Rhys, Rory, and Collin are standing at the front of the chaos. All of the men are wearing confused expressions on their faces.

      And I know why.

      They’ve been told to get in full gear. Bulletproof vests. Combat armor. Protective shields. The works.

      I’ve told them to prepare for war, but they haven’t been briefed on anything else. That’s intentional on my part.

      If there is a mole in the team, I don’t want them tipping off the other side.

      But the time has come. One more speech before we launch a bloody fucking massacre on the bastards who took my parents.

      “This is a rescue operation,” I announce to the assembled soldiers.

      Most look instantly excited. A few look wary.

      I notice that Rory is in the latter group.

      “I’ve found the location at which my parents are being held,” I tell them. “And we’re going to get them back. We attack with full force. No mercy shown and no quarter given. Just work your trigger fingers, stay together, move in formation. We get in, we grab them, and we get out again. Is that understood?”

      A murmur goes up through the men.

      “Where are they being held?” Rhys asks.

      “The Cavern,” I reply.

      More murmuring amongst the ranks as the buzz of excitement grows.

      “We’ve got to have each other’s backs in there,” I tell them. “Now, let’s go get the big man back.”

      As we jump into our respective jeeps, I run down the driveway and get into the first one at the head of the pack. I slam the passenger door shut and glance to the side.

      I’m certain I catch a glimpse of red hair thrown by the wind.

      Then I blink and there’s nothing but trees and the narrow bend of the lake to see.

      Just a figment of my imagination, I’m sure.

      The kiss Saoirse and I shared still feels soft against my lips. It’s effortless to bring back the overwhelming moment. Her smell, her heat, her touch…

      But I can’t allow myself to be distracted right now.

      It’ll have to wait.

      The gates hurl open and we speed off the compound. The other ten men in the vehicle with me are quiet and focused. Each one checks over their ammunition and their gear, making sure everything is in order.

      There’s nothing like the high of an impending battle to get a man’s blood flowing. But even though I’m trying to focus, I can’t help comparing it with the high of the kiss I’d just shared with Saoirse.

      Somehow, the bloodlust coursing through me pales in comparison to the pure lust I feel for her.

      I tell myself that’s a good thing.

      I hope to God I’m right.
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      We arrive at the Cavern in record time. It feels like only minutes have zipped by.

      With a firm mental effort, I shove aside the dancing image of Saoirse in my head.

      The Cavern is a secure facility of nondescript buildings, all low and metallic, ringed by walls and topped with barbed wire.

      But the quiet engulfing it tells me the motherfuckers inside are not prepared for this hellfire we’re about to rain down on them.

      I press down on the comms button that links me to the leaders of all the teams following behind in their own vehicles.

      “We’re gonna drive right up to the gate and let the grenades lose. The moment the gate falls, we drive through and open fire.”

      “Roger,” comes a chorus of voices.

      A second later, one of the drivers crackles through. “Boss, just got eyes on the gate!”

      “Grenades!” I roar.

      At least six rocket-propelled grenades fly out of the jeep and hit the tall brown gates.

      For a moment, the night is silence.

      Then we blow it the fuck open.

      The explosives go off one after another in a hellacious cacophony of rending metal.

      Instantly, the alarm sounds, but I ignore the blaring as I give my men the signal to throw the second round of grenades.

      Once the gate teeters on the brink of collapse, I raise my hand and bring it down decidedly.

      We drive through and the gates collapse forward under the bumper, flattened by the speed and force of the armored jeep we’re in.

      We smash into at least two guards who are trying to get their bearings on the heels of the gate’s collapse. Gunfire pings off the roof and doors.

      The rest of my men roar into the compound and the jeeps circle rapidly, trying to establish the layout of the compound.

      It’s definitely big, but not so big that locating my parents will be difficult.

      In any case, Kian’s stealth guy has given us a building name and description to look for.

      It’s the smallest building in the westernmost corner of the compound. Dark marked walls with a low, sloping ceiling. I can see the roof from my position in the jeep.

      “Five of you, get out and help the others contain this,” I order to the men in my vehicle. “The rest of you are with me.”

      The moment the jeep is emptied of five of my men, I turn to Mark, who’s driving.

      “High-tail it over there. The smallest building in the western corner.”

      He revs the engine and, within seconds, we’ve come to a violent stop in front of the dark, rectangular structure. I get out immediately and my men flank me as we pour inside.

      Before I can kick down the door, it’s shoved open.

      But my finger’s already on the trigger, and I open fire on the sorry sucker who decided he was a match for us.

      Bap-bap-bap-bap-bap!

      The man’s body falls to the wayside, riddled with bullets.

      “Follow my lead.”

      I run up to the windows on the wall around the corner and smash them in with the butt of my gun. My men do the same to the other panes.

      Inside, I hear panicked voices. “Hurry the fuck up!” a man growls. “Get them out of the cell.”

      The only reason that they’d need to get Da and Ma out of the cell is to use them as collateral. A bargaining chip to save their own hides and buy some more time.

      Which means I have a very narrow window of opportunity.

      It’s a risky move, but I’ve never been one to take the conservative option. I bust the last remaining window, jump through, and land on my feet on the other side. Glass clatters off me in glistening shards as I raise my gun and start shooting at the three special ops soldiers standing a few feet from me.

      Two bullets of return fire scream past me before the last of the men hits the dirt, dead.

      The door to the cell is hanging partially open. I sprint over and throw it wide. It takes me a few seconds for my vision to adjust to the darkness.

      I spot my father first.

      He’s on his feet, his expression a mask of aggression. He looks like a trapped animal who’s about to strike.

      When his eyes fall on me, it twists into shock.

      “Cillian?” he breathes.

      “The one and only,” I fire back. “Where’s Ma?”

      Da steps to the side to reveal my mother. She’s on her feet, too, and there’s a thin piece of metal clutched in her bruised hand like a dagger.

      They’d clearly been expecting someone else.

      “Cillian,” Ma says in the same grateful sigh as my father. As though saying my name will help them process the reality that I’m standing before them.

      “We’ll have to do the big family reunion another time,” I tell them wryly. “We gotta get out of here. I’m pretty sure we’re about to be outnumbered very soon.”

      Da and Ma step out of their cell and into the waiting circle of the men I’ve brought along with me.

      “Don Ronan,” a few murmur respectfully, while others nod in deference to him.

      Even if it had been appropriate, Da would never have cracked a smile. But he does clasp a few shoulders as he walks past the men towards the entrance.

      I notice he’s limping. Pretty fucking badly. There’s also a ton of dried blood on his clothes and skin.

      Ma seems to be slightly better off, but there are still fresh bruises covering the length of her pale arms.

      I grit my teeth and nod at the men to flank the two of them. “Get them into the jeep and drive them out of here,” I say. “I want all of you in there with them in case you’re intercepted on the way to the safehouse.”

      “Safehouse?” Mark asks. “We’re not heading back to the mansion?”

      “Too risky,” I tell him without bothering to explain the other reasons for the move. “Call Kian from the road. He’ll give you coordinates and meet you there.”

      “Yes, Master Cillian.”

      I suppress a smile at how instantaneously I have gone back to being second-in-command. As long as Da’s around, he is and will always be the don.

      I don’t give a fuck. I’m not in this for the pomp and circumstance of it all.

      It begs the question… what am I in this for then?

      An explosion goes off not far from us. The ringing in my ears is the wakeup call I need. There’s no time to dawdle.

      I get to the entrance in time to see Da vanish into the jeep.

      “Get them out of here now!” I order.

      “What about you?” Mark asks.

      “Don’t worry about me. Fucking go!”

      With a nod, he does as I commanded. They screech off into the night en route to the safehouse.

      Following the plumes of smoke and dust kicked up by the exiting jeep, I reload my gun and run straight into the thick of the battle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            47

          

          
            Cillian

          

        

      

    

    
      Something that ordinary people don’t realize about the chaos of combat: there’s beauty in it.

      I’ve always been able to appreciate the choreography of it all. There’s nothing rehearsed or controlled about a true fight to the death. It’s always no-holds-barred, desperate and bursting with the desperation of survival.

      Every single man before me wants to win. The only thing that trumps that desire is the will to live.

      My men hold the advantage at this moment. The Cavern is manned by about twenty-five soldiers holding it down, none of whom were expecting us. Hell, half of them look like they’ve been forced awake by the grenades blowing their front fucking door to bits.

      They’re shooting, but they’re not aiming properly. They’re fighting, but they’re on the defensive.

      The O’Sullivan men, on the other hand, are prepared. Their faces are masks of focus and concentration.

      And nine times out of ten, they find the target they’re aiming at.

      With a wordless roar, I throw myself into the fight. Both my guns are out now, and I’m swiveling around as I move into the center where the fighting is most concentrated.

      I can see Rhys and Collin, pressed against one another back to back as they turn slowly on the spot. It’s a move I’ve done with Artem countless times.

      Collin notices me from the corner of his eye. “Are we finishing them off?” he yells. “Or quitting while we’re ahead?”

      I’m itching to choose the first option. But I know that’s the boy in me talking. I can’t allow pride to risk the lives of my men.

      “We can’t afford to be here when their back-up arrives,” I yell back. “Move out!”

      I twist my arm around and fire twice, hitting a guard in the stomach twice and foiling his attempt to shoot at Rhys.

      “Where the fuck is Rory’s team?” Rhys demands as he reloads.

      Dust and ash clings to everyone’s faces. I’m probably no different. I can smell blood. Thick pockets of smoke rise into the air, coating the sky in ugly mismatched plumes.

      “Bring the jeeps around!” I order.

      The designated drivers jump into action at my command. I cover them as they run to their respective vehicles.

      That’s when I notice Rory.

      He appears from a building to the right, looking relatively untouched by the chaos unfolding around us. But that’s not what catches my attention.

      His expression does.

      He looks pained. Like a man who’s about to do something that he knows no one else will like.

      There’s resignation on his face. A certain amount of reluctance.

      And a fuckload of guilt.

      As I’m trying to puzzle that out, I watch him raise his gun. Except he’s not aiming at our enemies.

      He’s aiming at Collin. His best fucking friend.

      Collin sees Rory, but he makes no attempt to take cover or shoot back.

      Because he doesn’t see a threat. Even with Rory’s gun pointed right at him, he doesn’t grasp that he’s the target Rory is aiming at.

      People cling to trust until they have no choice but to let it go.

      Rory’s bullet hits Collin in the leg. He crumples to the ground with a shout that’s half-pain and half-disbelief.

      “Motherfucker!” I bellow, turning my gun on Rory.

      He stands his ground. But at least the traitorous son of a bitch has the decency not to look me in the eye.

      “I’m sorry,” he murmurs just loud enough to be heard over the clacking of my guns coming to aim at him.

      Rhys runs towards Collin and helps him stand. At least he’s got one good leg to rely on.

      “Sorry?” I growl at him. “You’ve been with the clan since you were practically a teenager. We’re friends.”

      “You haven’t been around, Cillian,” he says. “I had hard choices to make.”

      “And you made the wrong ones.”

      “An alarm call went up when you first stormed the gates,” he tells me. “If you’re not out of here in three minutes, this place will be surrounded. Not just Kinahans. The entire force, too. Murtagh has all the cards now, Cillian.”

      I shake my head with disgust, but I don’t doubt the sincerity of this particular warning. The sense of betrayal washing over me will soon need an outlet. But there’s no time for it now.

      “You know something?” I say quietly—almost as much to myself as to Rory. “My father always says life isn’t a game. Hell, everyone says that to me. But they’re wrong. Life is a game. And you chose the wrong fucking team.”

      I take a deep breath.

      Behind me, I hear Rhys yell my name to alert me of the approaching jeep.

      It’s time to go. For me and for Rory alike.

      He looks up at me finally. Eyes baleful and full of something. Maybe regret, maybe not. I’ll never know for certain. I know only one thing—it’s time to do what a don must do in a situation like this.

      I squeeze the trigger and cut down the traitor where he stands.

      The jeep comes to a squealing stop behind me and a door is thrown open. I jump in and someone tugs it closed again.

      No one waits for a command. The engine whines and then we’re driving out of the same gates we broke down mere minutes before.

      I gaze out the window as we go until I lose sight of Rory’s ravaged body cooling in the dirt of the Cavern.

      That’s another thing ordinary people don’t realize about a fight: it can happens in minutes. Seconds, even.

      But time slows down when you’re sparring with death.

      I feel like I’m a decade older than I was when we arrived.
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      “Fuck,” Rhys’s muted curse catapults through the relative silence of the jeep. “Rory. Fucking Rory!”

      “I suspected a mole,” I admit. “But I never even thought of Rory. Collin, mate, you hanging in there?”

      “It’s not so bad,” he grunts, but there’s a thick layer of perspiration on his brow that suggests otherwise. His leg is a mess of blood and every bump in the road brings a fresh moan to his lips.

      I’m about to order someone to call in the doctor when the screech of tires draws my attention down the road.

      “Fuck.”

      I glance behind and realize that we haven’t even cleared the gates of The Cavern.

      Apparently, back-up has shown up earlier than expected.

      I look out ahead at the windshield. “How many?” I ask.

      “Six vehicles. Four cop cars. There’ll be more on the way.”

      “Can you get through them?” I ask, wondering if the armored jeep can manage the feat.

      “Not without risking damage. It won’t do us any good to be stranded here.”

      “Make a left,” I order, glancing at the surrounding area.

      “Through the trees?”

      “Through the fucking trees,” I say firmly. “Now. We don’t have fucking time.”

      Up in front behind the wheel, Samuel makes a sharp left that has us all careening in our seats. Collin roars with pain as his leg slams up against the door.

      “Sorry!” Samuel yells.

      It’s hard to maneuver through the dense thicket of trees, but Samuel does an expert job of it. The patch of land is not meant for vehicles, though. Before long, the trees get too damn dense to drive between.

      I can hear the sounds of sirens encroaching behind us.

      “Make a U-turn,” I instruct Samuel. “Let’s get back on the main road. We’ll have detoured around those assholes by now.”

      “You want me to just whip it around in here? This isn’t a bloody race track, mate!”

      “Turn the fucking car around,” I growl. “Or I’ll throw you out and do it myself.”

      Samuel swallows and nods. Even I hear the fresh menace in my voice.

      I don’t sound like me when I talk like that.

      I sound like Da.

      “Hold on!” Samuel yells as he follows my instructions and turns the jeep in a sharp U.

      Collin roars in pain again, but this time, Samuel’s concentrating too hard to offer up another apology. His eyes are fixed on the road, scanning for enemies, though the trees offer us a certain amount of coverage.

      It takes a few minutes, but soon the road comes into view.

      We have managed to detour the throng of Kinahans and cops that were gathered at The Cavern’s entrance.

      But when I look back, I see there’s still one car tailing us.

      This one’s not a cop car.

      Kinahan, then. Definitely Kinahan.

      I’m confident that, with Samuel’s driving, we’ll be able to lose them. Except that the fucker tailing us seems to be as skilled a driver as Samuel is.

      “Jesus,” Samuel says, realizing the same thing. “He’s almost caught up.”

      “Hit the accelerator.”

      “I think I’ve punctured a tire,” Samuel growls. “They’re run-flats, but if I go any faster, I’m gonna take us right off the road.”

      “Just fucking—”

      The Kinahan car slams into the back of the jeep. All of us jerk forward as the vehicle screams in complaint.

      “Motherfucker!” Samuel swears, checking his rearview mirror.

      “It’s one car,” Rhys points out. “We can take those assholes.”

      “I agree, but we don’t know how many men they’ve got jammed in there. We’ve only got six in the jeep, and Collin’s leg is too fucked up for him to be of any real help.”

      “Just give me a gun,” Collin says through gritted teeth. “Two, if you can spare them.”

      The Kinahan fuckers crash into us again. This time, the force of the crash has us fish-tailing across the road. Sparks fly up from the friction between the asphalt and the tires.

      Samuel tries to course-correct the jeep, but it’s clear he’s lost control.

      We slam nose-first into a massive oak by the side of the road and smoke immediately begins to billow from underneath the hood.

      I’m the first one out of the jeep. Both my guns are up and cocked, ready to take down the Kinahan scum.

      Their doors open all at once. I recognize none of the faces piling out, but it doesn’t matter anyway.

      They’re seven dead men walking.

      They don’t know it yet, though. They’re armed to the teeth and growling like feral wolves. I can’t control the instinctive eyeroll that threatens to lodge my eyeballs pointed at the back of my skull.

      “Oi, gents,” I say conversationally. “Fancy running into you here. Get it?”

      “So we broke the wrong brother’s leg,” the guy at the head of the pack snarls.

      He’s got a shaved head, dark eyes, and yellowing teeth. Not exactly a looker.

      “You did indeed,” I acknowledge as my men flank me. “Not that I’m surprised. You Kinahan lot were never the smartest lads out there.”

      I spare a glance backward and note Collin lying in wait behind us. He’s crouched low, his back against the jeep floor, hidden from view. He’s got a gun in each hand, and he’s already taken aim.

      Hopefully, those fuckers won’t see him until it’s too late.

      “I oughta put a bullet in that smart mouth of yours,” Yellow Teeth rasps.

      I laugh at the fake-tough act. “Sure, sure. Are we done with the tough talk now? I’ll be honest—it was boring thirteen years ago and it’s boring now.”

      He growls, a guaranteed indicator that he’s about to fire.

      I give a signal to my men. We jump to the side just as both sides open fire.

      I hear bullets hit the armored jeep, but they bounce off easily.

      I survey the situation, taking note of each man’s position. It’s easy to make mistakes in the confusion of a fight. And when you add guns to the mix, things tend to get a lot more complicated.

      One second.

      That’s all it takes to end a life.

      Which is fine, when it’s the life you wanted extinguished. Not so much when your own men are in the way.

      But we’ve got a secret weapon on our side.

      Collin has managed to go unnoticed. But the half-open jeep door allows him a clean shot at a few Kinahan members.

      And a snap of the fingers later, one of the growling idiots hits the ground with a stunned oof.

      “What the fuck!?”

      They’re looking around now in panic. Which is exactly the distraction I need.

      Keeping my head low, I attack on a run.

      I punch one asshole in the face and finish him off with a bullet in the mouth the moment he hits the ground. Then I aim at the yellow-toothed leader. He feints to the side, but my bullet still manages to catch him in the arm.

      The bold cockiness with which they’d exited their vehicle has all but evaporated now.

      But that’s the thing about panic—it can transform into desperation.

      And desperate men have nothing to lose.

      Yellow Teeth seems to realize as much, because he grabs the gun right out of his dead buddy’s hand and starts firing like a madman.

      I’m forced to take the defensive as I try to duck for cover.

      But there’s nowhere to hide. And his men are covering his back, so my soldiers can’t shoot the fucker down.

      Guess I’ll just have to go right at them, then.

      I manage to take aim, but before I can pull the trigger, I hear the screech of tires.

      Backup, without a doubt.

      But is it theirs or ours?

      Apparently, Yellow Teeth hasn’t even noticed. He’s too busy shooting the place up. Fucker’s even got a second gun locked and loaded now.

      He turns one gun on me. There’s even a cocky smile on his face. Like he thinks he’s won.

      Then his men notice what I’ve already noticed and they scatter like the wind.

      No one pulls their idiot leader to safety. No one even tries. They just abandon him completely and back away.

      That’s the price you pay for a lack of loyalty.

      Yellow Teeth hears the approaching car at the last possible second. I see his expression cave in the instant he realizes he’s a dead man.

      Then the car crashes right into him and his slack body vaults over the nose of the vehicle. The impact sends him spinning in the air like a ragdoll, blood pinwheeling outward in all directions.

      Rhys and the others hesitate only for a moment.

      Then they run around the car in an attempt to stop the remaining Kinahans from fleeing. I hear the sporadic shots as each Kinahan life is ruthlessly snuffed out.

      But I stay put.

      Not because I expect my men to deal with the Kinahan alone. But because of the person sitting in the front seat of the car, holding the steering wheel as though her life depends on it.

      She turns her face to me slowly, and even from my distance, I can see that she’s shivering.

      “Jesus fucking Christ, Saoirse,” I breathe.

      I run to the car and pull the door open.

      She’s shaking uncontrollably. Before I can stop her, she turns around and sees the dead man on the hood of the car.

      His neck is broken, twisted in the opposite direction to the rest of his body.

      “Oh, God,” she stammers. “Oh, God, I killed him…”

      “Saoirse,” I say again, cupping her face and forcing her to look at me instead. “Breathe.”

      “I had… I had to, Cillian,” she continues, staring at me with glassy eyes. “I had to kill him before he killed you.”

      “I know. I know,” I reply. “I’m okay now. You’re okay, too.”

      She nods slowly. Then her eyes flutter and she loses consciousness in my arms.
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      I wake up feeling groggy, limbs heavy, lethargic like I’ve been asleep for years.

      “Where am I?” I say out loud, rubbing my head. The words seem to echo around the unfamiliar space.

      I blink a couple of times, forcing the sleep out of my eyes before I take another look around.

      “Jesus.”

      There is an echo. Because the room I’m in is huge. The ceilings are high enough that I have to crane my neck back to see all the way up.

      In fact, they’re so high that there are two sets of windows. One at a normal human height, and the second group set far above. Those are much smaller, but they let the light in in beautiful ways.

      The walls are made of stone. Impossibly massive, ancient blocks of stone.

      This is no house.

      This isn’t even a mansion.

      This can only be a—

      The door opens with a soft creak. Cillian walks in with a mug of something hot.

      Steam rises off the surface and curls around his beautiful face. A face that’s been wiped clean of the dirt and grime of battle.

      Oh, fuck! The battle.

      It all comes crashing back to me.

      Including the literal crash that I had knowingly and purposefully committed.

      “Hey, hey,” Cillian says, moving quickly to my side and setting the mug down next to the bed. “Don’t panic now. You’re safe.”

      “What happened?”

      He smiles. “I should be asking you that question.”

      Right.

      Theoretically, I was supposed to be at the mansion, waiting for his return.

      Except that I’d decided that I wasn’t the waiting-around type. I mean, I suppose I am, because that’s what I’d done for the last thirteen years.

      But the point is, I didn’t want to be the waiting-around type anymore.

      Which is why I’d made the decision to follow Cillian and his men.

      “I… followed you.”

      His lip curls slightly. He’s annoyed at me. But there’s something else there, too.

      Pride, perhaps?

      “How did you manage that?”

      “It was easier than you’d think,” I offer. “Kian was locked in the office coordinating things. Quinn was in there helping him. You’d taken most of the men with you. And I had a small window of time before more of your men arrived to guard the compound.”

      “So you left?”

      “I, um… borrowed a car from the garage and I told the guards at the gate that you had ordered me to go to the nearest safehouse.”

      “And they believed you?” he asks incredulously.

      It’s hard not to rein in my sense of accomplishment when I answer him. “Well, I had the name of the safehouse.”

      “How?” he asks.

      “I overheard your brother talking,” I admit. “I figured names of safehouses weren’t divulged to just anyone. If I gave them a name, they’d be forced to believe me.”

      “Damn, woman,” Cillian says, clearly impressed.

      I smile. “It worked. They let me leave, and I tailed your men to the Cave.”

      “Cavern.”

      “Whatever.”

      He chuckles softly. “And then what?”

      “I had to park away from the compound so that no one would notice me,” I explain. “Thankfully, the trees provided me with coverage and I—”

      I stutter a little at the strangled expression on Cillian’s face.

      “What?”

      “You were outside a known enemy compound by yourself... without any protection?” he seethes.

      “I hadn’t exactly planned ahead. I like to wing it. Isn’t that what you always say?”

      “Jesus, Saoirse.”

      “You say that a lot.”

      “You earn it every time.”

      “I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      He runs a frustrated hand through his hair. “By walking in there unarmed and unprepared?”

      “I know it was short-sighted—”

      “Not to mention colossally stupid.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “If I remember correctly, I did end up helping out, you know.”

      He stops short and fixes me with a searching glance. Then he sighs and relents.

      “How about you tell me the rest of your story?” he suggests.

      I have a feeling he’s not done yelling at me, but I go on anyway.

      “Well… I saw your men race out of the compound and then I watched the Kinahans and the cops drive up and give chase. I ran back down the road, taking cover behind the trees. Not that I really needed it anyway. No one was looking for me.”

      He watches silently, stoically.

      “I saw your jeep crash into a tree and I wasn’t sure which way the fight was gonna go. So I ran back to the car I’d driven over here and… came to get you.”

      I gulp past my dry throat before continuing.

      “As I was driving towards you, I saw the big guy go nuts on everyone and start shooting like a maniac. I saw you standing only a few feet away. You were exposed.”

      “So…”

      I trail off as the memory is forced to the surface.

      I remember the way the car had lurched and bucked as I hit his body.

      The way he flopped like a fish out of water, as if he had no bones at all.

      The sound his neck made when it cracked.

      Cillian puts his hand on my shoulder and I cringe instinctively, still deep in the memory. “Sorry,” I stammer, “I just…”

      “I know,” Cillian replies. “The first kill is always hard.”

      “First and last,” I insist. “I didn’t even mean to kill him. I just wanted to stop him.”

      “Sometimes, one thing requires the other.”

      I shake my head. “What happened after that?”

      “My men managed to take care of the rest of the Kinahans. After you crashed into the shooter, they were on the run anyway. Once those loose ends were tied up, my men got into their vehicle and drove to another safehouse. I brought you here.”

      “Here,” I repeat, looking around in awe. “Where exactly is that?”

      He smiles at the expression on my face. “We’re in Crannagogue.”

      “Crannagogue,” I repeat. “Why does that sound familiar? And why does it look like a castle?”

      He smiles. “Well, I suppose it kinda is a castle.”

      My eyes go wide with shock. “You brought me to a literal castle?”

      “Something like that,” he says with a nonchalant shrug.

      “Don’t you think you’re taking this whole ‘knight in shining armor’ thing a little too seriously?”

      He bursts into laughter. At the sound of it, I feel the tension I didn’t know I was still carrying in my shoulders release a little.

      “Actually, you were the knight in shining armor in this case,” he points out. “You did save me back there, Saoirse. Even though you shouldn’t have been there in the first place.”

      “I couldn’t just sit around and wait for you to come back,” I tell him. “I feel like I’ve spent my entire life waiting...”

      He raises his eyebrows as though waiting for me to explain that.

      But I don’t. I’m not entirely sure I should have said it in the first place.

      “You could have been killed,” he says when I trail off.

      I shrug. “Death doesn’t really scare me.”

      “Maybe not. But your death scares me,” he says. “And not very many things do.”

      I don’t know what to say to that. So I don’t say anything at all.

      “Why’d you bring me here?” I ask instead.

      He shrugs. “Because we’ll be safe here. Because we need to lie low for a while. And because it’s beautiful.”

      I shake my head. “I can’t believe I’m in a real-life castle.”

      He laughs. “It’s been in the family for a few generations.”

      “Jesus. Just how rich are you?”

      “I’m not gonna lie,” he says. “We’re pretty fucking wealthy. It’s a myth that our money came from mafia dealings, though. This castle is proof that we come from old money.”

      “I’ll say.”

      “You want a tour?”

      “Definitely,” I reply, feeling worlds better already.

      “Drink your tea first,” he says, motioning to the cup by my bedside.

      The bed I’m on is massive. And I have to really lean forward to grab the cup. But Cillian is right there to help me. He watches as I bring the cup to my lips and take the first sip.

      Heat floods my system and I close my eyes and savor the sweet cinnamon taste.

      “Mmm, that’s good.”

      “You must be hungry.”

      “I could eat,” I acknowledge. “But I’d rather get the tour first.”

      He smiles, his eyes still lingering on my lips.

      The heat flutters over my skin now, reminding me of that passionate kiss we’d shared moments before he left to rescue his parents.

      Since I can’t bring myself to bring it up, I deflect. “So the mission was a success? You got your parents back?” I ask, sipping on my cinnamon tea.

      “Yes,” Cillian replies. “I just got off the phone with Kian. My parents are in a secure location for the moment. He went to meet them there. It’s too risky to bring them back to the mansion. Especially after what happened at the Cavern.”

      I frown. “What else happened?”

      He takes a deep breath and I can tell it’s filled with disappointment.

      “My gut was right,” he says. “There was a snitch.”

      “No,” I breathe. “Who was it?”

      “The person I least expected,” Cillian tells me. “Rory.”

      I frown for a moment, and then realization hits. “Rory… as in the guy who picked us up off the side of the road?” I exclaim.

      “That’s the one.”

      “He’s the mole?”

      Cillian nods. I can tell that the discovery is a painful blow to him.

      “He’s only a few years older than me. He’s been with the clan for fourteen years. I’ve known him since I was a teenager. It just… It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Wow. How are you coping?”

      “I go back and forth between anger and disappointment,” he admits freely. “Of all the men I thought it could have been, Rory didn’t even factor into the list.”

      “You trusted him.”

      “Implicitly. I was wrong.”

      “You shouldn’t ever apologizing for trusting people,” I tell him gently. “This is on Rory for betraying your trust.”

      Cillian just shakes his head as though he can’t fathom a reality in which Rory could be working for the enemy.

      “There has to be a reason,” he says.

      “Would it make a difference?”

      “I don’t know,” he admits. “But at least I might understand.”

      “Would you, though?”

      He sighs. “Probably not.”

      “Have you told everyone?” I ask.

      “Kian knows. But Da and Ma still don’t. I figured we’d give them a few days before we pile the bad news on.”

      “Have you spoken to either one of them?”

      Cillian stiffens a little. “Not really. I thought I’d give that some time, too.”

      I put my hand on his leg. It’s accompanied by the vague realization that it’s becoming easier and easier to touch him. The contact has taken on a familiar bent now.

      Like it’s the most natural thing to do. Primal. Instinctive.

      “You rescued them, Cillian,” I point out. “You saved their lives. They’re going to be grateful.”

      Cillian gives me a dark smile. “You clearly haven’t met my parents.”

      “You’re their son,” I point out. “And you know what they say—blood is thicker than water.”

      He smirks. “Need I remind you that there’s an empty gravestone on the family property with my name on it?”

      “People have different ways of coping,” I say with a shrug. “Maybe that was your father’s.”

      “Now you’re defending him?”

      “I’m not,” I say quickly, holding up my hands. “I’m just saying, sometimes they think they’re doing the right thing.”

      “Are you referring to your father?” Cillian asks shrewdly.

      I sigh, feeling completely transparent. “Maybe. He apologized to me.”

      “Yes, he did seem to want to take responsibility for his part in your life,” he agrees.

      “He spoke to you about me?”

      “He did.”

      “What did he say?”

      “That’s between the two of us.”

      I narrow my eyes at him, but he just gives me that infuriatingly beautiful grin. The kind of grin that makes me want to grab his face and smash my mouth down on top of his.

      It’s strange how quickly and forcefully those feelings rise up.

      I spent years feeling barren of sexual desire. I didn’t crave sex in the least. In fact, I actively did everything I could do to avoid it.

      It wasn’t specific to Tristan, either. I wasn’t attracted to any other men.

      None except for the one in my head.

      And when I did fantasize about Cillian, I didn’t really imagine sex.

      I imagined life playing out. I pictured new places, new countries, a house of our own, children that looked a little like him and a little like me.

      Maybe I was so focused on an alternate life that I didn’t dig too much into the details of what that life might include.

      Or maybe it was simple self-preservation. Why torture myself with yet another thing I couldn’t have?

      But now, with Cillian only inches away from me, there’s a stinging throb still hot on my lips from a kiss that’s already a day old.

      That throb emanates through the rest of me, too. From head to toe, I’m burning up with it. Aching with it.

      The last time I had sex—real, passionate, intimate, consensual sex, not the nightmarish excuse for sex that Tristan did to me—was thirteen years ago.

      With this man.

      And suddenly, I’m more aware of that than anything else.

      Maybe he is, too? The way his eyes flicker over my body like a hungry predator seems to suggest that he’s in the same place I am.

      But assuming is always a dangerous pastime.

      And I need to keep my head on straight, castle or no castle.

      “How about that tour then?”

      Cillian smiles and offers me his hand. He pulls me out of bed and onto my feet. I look down and frown, realizing that I’m wearing soft silk pajama shorts and a matching pajama top.

      I raise my eyes accusingly. “You changed me?”

      “No, of course not,” he says. “I had Matilda and Mary do it. They’re the ones who keeps this place running smoothly.”

      I narrow my eyes at him suspiciously.

      He laughs. “You don’t trust me?”

      I’m still thinking about it when he shakes his head.

      “Would it matter anyway?” he asks. “I’ve seen you naked before.”

      Again, the words send a flash of heat scathing across my body. This time, though, the heat zips through my limbs and lands right between my legs.

      “That was a long time ago,” I point out, fighting my blush. “And I was eighteen.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning I’m definitely not eighteen anymore,” I point out, feeling suddenly self-conscious. “I’m a thirty-one-year old woman.”

      “Yes,” he replies softly. “I can see that.”

      The dark huskiness of his tone has the velvety quality of a compliment. It washes over me and makes me feel like there’s nothing sexier than being thirty-one.

      I clear my throat pointedly, letting the topic drop before we find ourselves in dangerous territory.

      The kiss we shared hasn’t been mentioned. Maybe that’s why it seems to take up all the space between us.

      But since he doesn’t bring it up, I don’t feel like I can, either.

      “There are clothes in the wardrobe,” he tells me. “And everything you need is in the bathroom. I’ll be outside waiting for you.”

      He leaves, giving me the room. I know he’s trying to offer me privacy, but I actually wish he’d made an excuse to stay.

      Even the beauty of the room I’m in seems to fade a little in his absence.

      I pick something pretty and simple from the wardrobe and run a brush through my hair before heading out to see him.

      My heart is going a mile a minute.

      I feel like that naïve eighteen-year-old again.

      And God, it feels good.
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      She emerges from the room like something out of a dream.

      Her body is draped in an ice blue dress with billowy sleeves and a hemline that ends just above her knees. She’s kept her hair down, but I suspect she’s combed it before walking out here.

      I take that as a good sign. A sign that maybe a small part of her wants to look her best for me.

      Not that she has to make any effort, really. She could be dressed in a garbage bag and I would still think of her as the most beautiful woman I’d ever laid eyes on.

      “You look extraordinary,” I say without thinking.

      I mean it.

      She smiles self-consciously and avoids my eyes. “Thank you,” she mutters. Then she blinks and shakes her head like she’s trying to dislodge a bad thought. “So, where are we starting the tour?”

      “Right here.” I steer her into the first room on the left.

      It’s one of the larger drawing rooms and boasts a view of the north side of the lake. Mountains pierce the sky in the far distance and a thick blanket of mist winds around the thicket of trees near the lake’s edge.

      Ma spent a decade renovating this castle. She made sure it was modernized and livable. But she knew how to retain the Old World charm.

      I watch Saoirse’s face as she steps into the room. Her eyes go wide with awe as she pirouettes slowly on the spot, unsure what to even look at first.

      I start to see the castle through her eyes.

      From a girl who came from nothing, this must all seem so extravagant.

      “It’s a lot, I know,” I say, placing my hand on the small of her back. I probably shouldn’t, but the urge to touch her is overwhelming.

      I’m looking for any excuse to do it. This tour feels like sufficient cause.

      “It’s amazing,” she says at last. Her eyes fall to me. “Did you come here often as a kid?”

      “We’d spent a few odd summers here once in a while,” I admit. “But then… we stopped.”

      “Why?”

      I feel my jaw snap shut.

      It’s habit more than anything else. And thankfully, she doesn’t notice, because her attention has turned to the massive portraits that sit above the stone fireplace.

      “Are those family members?” she asks.

      “Yes,” I confirm. “Da hated the portraits. Morbid old bastards, he’d always say. But Ma ruled the roost here. He let her have her way when it came to décor.”

      “They’re all so beautiful,” Saoirse observes, walking down the line to gaze at each one carefully.

      “This is your father?” she asks, pointing at Ronan’s solemn depiction.

      I nod.

      “And your mother. And Sean. And you. And Kian. And…”

      I’m hoping she won’t stop at the last portrait in the line.

      But of course she does.

      I can’t really blame her, either. Aoife has the kind of face that catches a person’s eye. Huge, dewy eyes, a petite nose, high cheekbones, slight dimples, and a soft, secretive smile that still manages to look innocent.

      “She’s beautiful,” Saoirse murmurs, turning to look at me again. “Who is she?”

      I don’t answer. Probably because I’m trying to figure out how to tell a story I promised never to tell.

      I feel Saoirse’s eyes fall on me when the silence lingers too long. The question in them is obvious.

      She’s know I’m keep something from her.

      She’s standing directly in front of Aoife’s portrait, and I can’t help but compare their features.

      Aoife’s beauty is different. Subtle. Calm

      Saoirse’s beauty is bold and loud. It sucks up the air in the room so that you can’t concentrate on anything else, like fire consuming every last morsel of oxygen.

      “More secrets,” Saoirse guesses.

      “I’m sorry.”

      She looks down to hide the hurt in her eyes. But I don’t have to see it to recognize it. I can sense it coming off her pores.

      I can sense everything about her, really.

      She swallows my attention whole, burns it to ash, demands more.

      And I feed it to her. Again and again, I give her all of me.

      I never had a choice otherwise.

      “It’s okay, Cillian,” she says. “You don’t owe me any explanations. You don’t have to share your secrets with me. Come on, let’s finish the tour.”

      She turns to leave, but I grab her arm and she freezes instantly.

      “I do want to tell you things,” I whisper fiercely. “It’s just that some secrets are hard to share.”

      She frowns as she processes that. Then she glances back over her shoulder at the portrait of Aoife.

      “She’s my sister,” I explain.

      Saoirse’s eyes snap back to my face. “You never said you have a sister.”

      I nod. “I did. She died almost thirty years ago now, when I was a little boy.”

      Saoirse’s eyebrows rise with shock. “Thirty years ago?”

      “Ma and Da were very young when they married,” I explain, taking her hand instinctively. Our fingers wind together as I walk her back over to the portrait. “When Aoife was born, Ma was still a teenager, hardly nineteen. They didn’t have Sean until more than a decade later. He and I were still in diapers when Aoife was nearing adulthood.”

      Saoirse’s fingers tighten around my own.

      “This story doesn’t have a happy ending,” she predicts. It’s a statement, not a question.

      “Nobody really knows how mafia rivalries starts a lot of the time,” I go on. “It’s usually about money, business disputes. Something dry and unimportant.”

      I pause and fumble for words.

      I never do that. I always know exactly what to say. But this—Saoirse and Aoife and the castle and all these old memories being dragged back into the light of day—is ruining me from the inside out.

      “But with the O’Sullivans and the Kinahans… Well, if you ask the right people, they’ll tell you exactly how the rivalry between the two families started.”

      Saoirse looks up at me with those impossibly blue eyes.

      “And it started with Aoife?”

      I can only nod.

      Saoirse turns her eyes back to the portrait of my sister, undoubtedly trying to figure out how this unassuming young woman could have started a mafia rivalry that has spilled so much blood for so many years.

      I find my voice again. “She was only sixteen when she caught the attention of Colm Kinahan. He was the heir to the Kinahan mafia throne. Fifteen years older than she was, but he became obsessed.”

      “Sixteen is a child,” Saoirse rasps.

      Then she seems to understand the irony of her statement, given the husband she has, and her mouth clamps shut.

      “To my parents, she was a child,” I agree. “To Colm Kinahan, she was a woman, ripe for the plucking. He approached my father and asked to marry Aoife and unite our two clans once and for all.”

      “Your father turned him down?”

      “Actually, my father thought it was a good idea,” I tell her. “It was Aoife who refused. And Da wasn’t about to force her to marry a man she didn’t want to marry. Da tried to sweeten the rejection with money, business deals, and more. But Colm only wanted Aoife.”

      “Oh God…” Saoirse breathes.

      It doesn’t take a genius to see how this ends.

      “So he kidnapped her,” I continue. “He married her under duress and did awful things to her. When Da demanded to speak to her, he was denied. Da finally got his men together. He stormed the Kinahans’ property in order to rescue Aoife.”

      “And?” Saoirse asks desperately.

      There’s a tremor of hope in her question. As though, somehow, I’ll able to give her a miraculously happy ending for her own story.

      “Da killed Colm Kinahan himself,” I answer. “Ma was there, too. She was the one who found Aoife, locked in a room at the top of the Kinahan mansion.”

      Saoirse grips my hands even tighter as though she’s finally realized where this is heading.

      “They had come hours too late,” I sigh. “Aoife had committed suicide before they’d even breached the gates.”

      “Oh, God…”

      “The Kinahan clan lost their heir. We lost Aoife.”

      “And that’s how the feud started,” Saoirse says softly.

      “That’s why the Kinahans decided to ally with Brian Murtagh,” I explain. “They needed a powerful ally to help gain power again. They also needed a figurehead, another heir. Brian Murtagh had one.”

      “Until you took him out of the running,” Saoirse says.

      “I thought I did. But apparently, the fucker’s hard to kill.”

      “It’s true then?” she asks. “He really is alive.”

      “It seems that way.”

      “Cillian—”

      “You don’t have to worry, Saoirse,” I insist, noticing the fear in her eyes. “I will protect you.”

      “And who’s gonna protect you, Cillian?” she asks.

      I stop short, realizing that the fear in her eyes is not for herself.

      It’s for me.

      “I was born to this life, Saoirse,” I tell her, taking a step closer. The blue in her eyes glitters with unshed tears. “It’s all I’ve ever known. Brody Murtagh may be the Kinahans’ Frankenstein, but that doesn’t make him stronger than me.”

      “You don’t know what you’re up against, Cillian.”

      I shrug. “I never have. I like it better that way. I’ll figure this out just like I always do.”

      “They’ll be out for blood,” Saoirse presses desperately. “Especially Brody. You robbed him of years of his life.”

      “It won’t make a difference,” I tell her confidently. “He’s not going to drive me away this time. No one can.”

      She shakes her head and turns from me in frustration. This time, I won’t allow it. I won’t let her go. I won’t let her escape the tension of this moment yet again.

      One way or another, this was always meant to happen.

      Our fingers are still entwined. I tighten my grip on her and pull her into the circle of my arms. She slams into my chest, her eyes going wider from the sudden proximity.

      She looks scared.

      “Cillian. Let me go.”

      “Make me believe you mean it.”

      “I do mean it,” she snaps, but there’s no heat in her words.

      The other heat is there, though. It’s there between us.

      It’s never once been extinguished, no matter how hard we both have tried.

      “No, you don’t,” I tell her.

      “How would you know?”

      “It’s in the eyes.”

      I see her bravado start to crumble slowly as my hands snake up and down her back. The dress is soft, delicate. So fucking easy to manipulate.

      With my eyes fixed on hers, I pull down the zipper. One tiny metal tooth at a time.

      “Cillian…” she whispers.

      But it sounds like a plea rather than a command.

      “You can ask me to stop,” I tell her. “And I will. You just have to mean it.”

      She closes her eyes as my fingers snake down her naked back. She’s not wearing a bra.

      Lucky me.

      She trembles slightly at my touch, and her eyes open again. The mistiness is gone now.

      It’s been replaced by desire.

      A desire that’s strong. Deep. Fucking indisputable.

      I peel the dress off her shoulders as she continues to tremble. It puddles on the ground at our feet.

      She stands before me in nothing but small black panties that set a stark contrast to her pale, milky skin.

      I take a step back. I can’t help it.

      I need to see her as she is now.

      A beautiful, sexy, vibrant thirty-one-year old woman who’s lived and suffered.

      And survived.

      Her body has changed. The bones of her collar and hips stick out prominently. Her stomach is harder now, and there’s a harsh line that looks like a muscle running down her center. It starts at her full breasts and snakes all the way down to her stomach.

      She’s got scars skittering across her. Scars on her hands and legs, on her stomach, on her thighs.

      But curiously, her face is free of them.

      I grit my teeth as the reason comes to me instantly.

      Tristan wouldn’t have wanted to mar her beauty. Men like him pride themselves on appearances. Who cares about the brutality he’s inflicted on her body, so long as society sees her pretty face?

      I’m gonna kill that motherfucker.

      And I hope that wherever he is right now, some sixth sense warns him of his impending death.

      I want him to spend his last few days of life looking over his shoulder, feeling uncertain and nervous. I want the weight of it to grow until the fear starts to strangle him.

      That’s when I’ll appear.

      “Cillian,” Saoirse whispers, pulling me back to the moment.

      I force Tristan out of my thoughts.

      Fuck him. He’s not going to take this moment from me.

      There’s only Saoirse and me in this room.

      And I’m going to fuck his memory right out of her.

      “You are breathtaking,” I tell her in a hushed voice.

      She starts to say something, but fuck words. The time for conversation has passed.

      This is about doing what I haven’t been able to do since I was a teenager—touching the woman I love.

      I move forward. My lips fall onto hers and the magic of our earlier kiss is ignited again.

      The same fire, the same passion, the same burning desire for each other.

      It’s all there.

      There are some things that can’t be faked.

      She parts her lips and I slip my tongue inside. I kiss her until her lips are raw and her breath is coming in little shuddering bursts.

      Then I twist my fingers into the waistband of her panties and pull them down.

      A familiar sense of déjà vu overcomes me. The temptation to retreat thirteen years into the past like I’ve done so, so many times.

      Except now, I have no desire to go back there.

      Because for once, the present is so much more appealing.

      Once she’s naked, she pulls my shirt off, her eyes trailing over my body with an intensity that makes me feel like she’s touching me.

      Then she actually does. Her fingers leave little swirls of warmth wherever they linger. They dip down and start to undo my pants. My hands are itching to reach out and help her, to touch her.

      But I resist. I let her control the pace.

      I watch her as she unbuckles my pants and pulls them down around my ankles. My boxers follow shortly after, and my cock jumps straight out of its confines.

      Her eyes don’t leave my cock. She stares as one of her hands wraps around my shaft.

      Then she sinks to her knees in front of me. The very sight is enough to make me come, but I bite down and resist the instinct. I will not allow myself to erupt until she does.

      She faces off against my cock with the confidence of a woman who knows she can conquer it. Her swollen lips pop open and she slips the head of my penis inside.

      I moan as pleasure rips through my body like a fucking lightning bolt straight from the heavens.

      This is what we should have been doing the last thirteen years.

      This is what they stole from us.

      My bitterness dissolves into dust as she takes me deeper into her mouth. That brilliant, warm wetness takes hold of my core and refuses to let go. I watch as my cock slips in and out of her willing mouth.

      She sucks on me with the kind of desperation that forces me to concentrate. But I refuse to shut my eyes.

      Watching her suck me off, I’ve never been so turned on in my life.

      I place my hand on her head, stroking the wild curls into a reluctant submission.

      She arches her back and forces my cock in a little deeper.

      “Fuck,” I moan as my cock stiffens even further inside her mouth.

      The only reason I stop her is because I’m forced to. Another minute of this and I know I’m going to explode down her throat.

      Which sounds pretty fucking good in its own right, but I want to save that for another time.

      Right now, I want to feel her pussy clench around my cock. I want her breath on my skin and her sweat mixed with mine.

      I want all of her over all of me.

      Gently, I pull myself out of her mouth. She looks up at me with questioning eyes, glazed over with lust.

      Rather than answer, I drag her up to her feet and pick her up before walking her over to the fireplace.

      I lay her down on the thick pile of rugs right in front of the stone hearth. Her legs part willingly and I settle between them.

      She’s looking up at me with a dreamy expression in her eyes, as though she can’t quite believe we’re here.

      That makes two of us.

      I slip two fingers inside her, and they glide between her folds easily. She’s so wet that there’s no need to get her more ready for me.

      I keep my fingers inside her for a few moments longer, though. If only to hear her fluttering gasps and feel her fingertips scrabble against my pulsing wrists.

      When I remove them, I slip my fingers into my mouth and lick her taste off me.

      Her eyes go wide at the sight. Her trembling doubles.

      Her body is soft and supple underneath mine. I lean down so that her breasts are pressed up against my chest.

      Then I push myself inside her.

      Her body convulses for a moment and she gasps out as I slide deep into her beautiful wetness. She feels so fucking good that it takes all my willpower not to lose it then and there.

      Breathe, you bastard, I roar at myself in my head. Kiss her. Hold her. Make this count.

      So I do just that.

      I bury my face in her neck and breathe in the heady scent of her.

      I maintain a steady rhythm of thrusting until I have control of myself again. Then I let my lips explore down to her beautiful full breasts and the taut pink nipples at their center.

      I nip the right one into my mouth and suck on her gently. She gasps at the sensation, her nails digging into my back and snaking down to my ass as I ram myself into her.

      Harder with each jerk of the hips.

      Harder.

      Harder.

      I don’t know how I’m holding onto my orgasm. How I’m managing to rein it in. Maybe it’s because the angel beneath me makes me want to fuck endlessly until I die of exhaustion.

      “Oh, God, Cillian…” she says suddenly, her eyes flying open.

      The way she says my name... It’s almost as though she’s been holding it in this whole time.

      But with each thrust, it’s getting more and more difficult for her to do that. She’s bucking beneath me now, trying to pull me deeper, deeper, deeper.

      I meet her gaze and I feel that same irrevocable connection that I felt thirteen years ago.

      It’s still there, lying between us.

      It was always there.

      With our eyes on each other, I feel her tighten around me, choking my cock with the force of her orgasm.

      Her hands skitter in my hair. “Cillian…!” she half-moans, half-cries.

      One more thrust undoes her.

      The moment I feel her release, I let myself go, too.

      We spasm against each other, each a victim to the most powerful orgasm we’ve ever had. It rocks me from head to toe as she clings tight to me and I cling tight to her.

      And then—slowly, slowly—it ebbs and leaves us spent and sighing.

      I’m still trying to get my breathing back to normal when I hear her whispering into my shoulder blade.

      I give her cheek a kiss and raise my head.

      Her blue eyes swim with hope. “Cillian,” she says again. It’s enough to make me fucking hard all over again. “There’s nothing for us in Ireland anymore. Nothing but danger and pain. Let’s just leave. Get out of here like we planned. We can disappear.”

      I stare at her, feeling strangled by her words.

      They bring me as much joy as they do pain.

      “Saoirse…”

      I’m still inside her, but I’m deflating now under the weight of her words.

      She’s looking right at me. And there’s nowhere to hide.

      “Don’t you want to?” she asks.

      No—she begs.

      She says it like someone who’s spent thirteen years dreaming of the chance to ask that question without ever believing she’d get to do it.

      She never imagined it playing out like this, though.

      Neither did I.

      I shake my head. “I’m sorry. Things are complicated.”

      That’s all I manage to get out before she pushes me off her. She’s gentle, but I can sense her hurt.

      “Saoirse—”

      “It’s okay,” she interrupts, gathering up her dress and holding it in front of her like a shield. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      I reach for my boxers and put them back on.

      By the time I do, she’s gone.
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      “Idiot,” I tell myself over and over again. “Idiot, idiot, idiot.”

      I don’t know what compelled me to say what I’d said to him.

      Apparently, your first orgasm in thirteen years can pull down your walls faster than anything else. That’s the only explanation I can think of.

      I’m sitting on the edge of my bed, trying to figure out how I’m going to face him now.

      Then the door opens. I don’t have to glance around to know it’s him.

      “Saoirse.”

      I’m about to whip around and tell him I don’t want to talk. That I was being delusional and naïve. That I’d gone temporarily insane.

      But before I can say anything else, he does.

      “I’m going to take a walk through the woods,” he says casually. “Care to join me?”

      I turn and raise my eyebrows. That was not high on my list for guesses as to what he was going to say.

      “You… you’re going for a walk in the woods?”

      He gives me a lopsided smile that feels like a gut punch in my vulnerable state. My body is still recovering from his absence.

      Ironically, despite how close we are right now, I’ve never felt the distance more.

      “Your hearing is in excellent form,” he teases. “It’s beautiful out there. And there’s something I want to show you.”

      A part of me wants—no, needs—to turn him down.

      Warning bells are dinging in my head, telling me that the more time I spend with him, the harder it will be to say goodbye.

      Another part of me—the bigger, louder, more desperate part—is telling me to ignore the warning and just be with him as much as I can.

      Enjoy it while this lasts.

      I’ll have to live off these memories for the next few decades.

      That thought is depressing, so I shudder and set it aside. And as I do, I find myself standing up and nodding.

      “Sure,” I reply, thankful at least that he hasn’t brought up the awkward moment from before. “Just let me change. I’ll meet you outside in a minute.”

      “You got it,” he says with another lingering smile.

      Then he shuts the door behind him, leaving me in the echoing silence.

      I sit back down on the bed and promptly start to cry.

      I don’t even attempt to hold back the tears. It’s the cathartic release I need to get me through the next few hours with him.

      I was a fool to think that, thirteen years later, he’d have the same feelings for me that he did back when he was eighteen.

      The desperate romantic in me reasoned that I still feel the same way I did then. So maybe it wasn’t too illogical to assume he did, too.

      But now, I realize how ridiculous the narrative is.

      I’ve lost myself to fantasies and allowed them to dominate reality.

      And the reality is that Cillian’s a different man now. I’m a different woman.

      We’ve both got baggage. We’ve both held onto a shared memory for over a decade.

      But things are different now.

      And I’ve just got to accept that.

      “Saoirse?” Cillian’s voice is muffled on the other side of the thick door that separates us. “Everything okay?”

      He sounds so calm.

      No, that’s the wrong word.

      Unaffected.

      That’s the right one.

      I bite down on my bottom lip and will myself into a state of composure before I reply, “Sorry! I’ll be right out.”

      I’m proud of the fact that my voice doesn’t shake when I speaks.

      I get up and exchange the dress for a pair of high-rise jeans and a light, long-sleeved white sweater. I keep my hair loose. I tell myself it’s because I like it that way.

      But the real reason is because I know Cillian likes it that way.

      I check my reflection in the mirror before I leave the room. The puffiness in my eyes lingers slightly, but hopefully, it’s subtle enough that he won’t notice.

      I splash some cold water onto my face for good measure and head out of the room.

      Cillian is standing there waiting for me. He’s changed clothes, too. He’s wearing dark boots, dark jeans, and a henley shirt in a muted, earthy brown that brings out the sunshine brightness of his blond hair.

      He looks like he’s stepped out of a portrait himself.

      “So what do you wanna show me?” I ask, to distract from the fact that he’s got his intense eyes right on me.

      “You’ll see,” he says evasively as he leads me down the broad corridor.

      Given that we never actually made it past the first room, much less an entire tour of the castle, I look around with awed eyes.

      As castles go, it’s relatively small. It’s also surprisingly homey.

      That being said, it still reeks of luxury and wealth.

      The furniture has the authentic patina of stuff older than the country it’s in. Lovely little details carved into the woodwork in the armchair feet. Intricate stitchwork softened throughout the centuries.

      The walls are made of ancient, massive blocks of rough-hewn stone. They’ve shifted colors over the years. Some bleached by the sun, others stained by the shadows.

      It’s a far cry from the O’Sullivan Manor. That place was a galaxy of glass and marble, of smoothly undulating curves and crisp details.

      Here, even the light has a different kind of quality to it. It’s older. Gentler. Subtler.

      We walk for a long time, but I’m not really aware of how long it takes us to get from the third story to the ground floor. I’m too busy gazing at everything I can find.

      When we get to the studded double doors, I almost crash into Cillian because I’m looking up at a panel of stained glass up in the wall above me.

      “You okay?”

      “Sorry,” I mumble self-consciously, stepping back to put as much distance between us as possible. “This place is amazing.”

      He smiles. “It’s got a little something to it. Feels like only yesterday I was here with the whole family.”

      “Does it?” I ask curiously.

      His smile grows deeper, sadder, more reflective. “Maybe not.”

      I gnaw anxiously at my lip. “Is there a drawbridge?” I ask. “With crocodiles waiting to eat your enemies?”

      Cillian laughs. “Sorry to disappoint you,” he says, shaking his head. “We just have a normal bridge. But there is a portcullis. C’mere, I’ll show you.”

      I follow him out of the castle and across the grounds, gravel crunching underfoot. We walk under partially cloudy skies until we reach an antique Ford automobile idling in the front courtyard.

      There’s an older man standing beside the vehicle. He’s got car oil staining the front of his khaki pants and a ready smile waiting for us.

      “Master Cillian!” he says with flare. “Everything is ready.”

      “Thanks, Eiric,” Cillian says, clasping his hand and then clasping him on the back. “This is Saoirse.”

      I notice that he doesn’t offer a relationship explanation. Just my name. Like the whole story is embedded there.

      “Pleasure to meet you, young madam,” Eiric replies, bowing his head low.

      “Please—call me Saoirse.”

      “Not in my nature, madam,” he replies instantly. “But if you don’t like ‘madam,’ I can call you ‘mistress’?”

      I try hard not to cringe. “How about ‘Miss’?”

      Eiric doesn’t seem overly excited about it, but he agrees nonetheless.

      Then he hands the keys to Cillian and opens the passenger side door for me. I give him a smile and slip inside. I’m immediately engulfed by the smell of soft leather and a dewy, floral scent I can’t quite name.

      “We have a small garage here,” Cillian tells me, “where all the vintage cars are kept.”

      “By ‘small,’ do you mean ten cars instead of fifty?” I tease.

      He chuckles. “Something like that.”

      “Of course,” I say, shaking my head. “Why am I not surprised?”

      We drive towards the massive portcullis and I crane my neck down so that I can watch the jagged metal gate crank up to allow us to drive through.

      The bridge linking the high ground of the castle to the surrounding countryside is lumpy with old, moss-covered stones. But it’s a smooth transition nonetheless as we glide out onto the open road.

      It forks at the end. The left road points to the highway. The right one winds towards the mountains. Cillian takes the right one.

      “You gonna tell me what we’re going to see now?” I ask hopefully.

      “Nope.”

      “Cillian…” I say with quickly diminishing patience.

      He just smiles secretively. “Trust me. It’s gonna be worth it.”

      “Can I have a clue?”

      “No.”

      Sighing, I let it drop and observe all the natural beauty that we pass. Ireland is such a gorgeous place. I haven’t always—or ever, really—taken the time to appreciate that.

      Except for one night on a rooftop.

      We putter along for a while. Finally, when the path narrows down to a walking trail that the car can’t get through, Cillian pulls to the side and turns the engine off.

      “We’re walking from here,” he tells me.

      We get out of the car and head up the trail. The area is filled with thick trees. Some I have the names for—holly, yew, Scots pine, hawthorn. Others aren’t as familiar.

      As we slip between their girthy trunks, the smell of red soil and pine needles fills my nostrils.

      The air feels different up here. Brighter, cleaner. Life-preserving.

      The trail narrows in places and others are choked with boulders. But Cillian always helps me through the rougher patches.

      Bit by bit, we delve deeper. Half the time, the next step is far from obvious. It looks like untouched forest in every direction.

      But Cillian seems to know where we’re going. He never falters, never hesitates.

      Doesn’t say a word, either, which is starting to drive me crazy.

      I just try to breathe and appreciate the nature around us.

      And trust him.

      I’m trying very, very hard to trust him.

      “Ah, here we are,” Cillian says after I-don’t-even-know-how-long, reaching back for my hand.

      His fingers close around mine and I have to suppress a shiver.

      Does he even notice the effect his touch has on me?

      If he doesn’t, he doesn’t show it. His just pulls me up onto a flat, grassy knoll with a line of sight over to the uppermost edge of the mountain range in the distance.

      “Oh, wow,” I breathe, momentarily forgetting the tingles snaking up my arm.

      Cillian smiles and walks me closer to the edge. I expect a deep drop when I look down, but the slope is actually quite gentle. Right up to the lip of the cliff.

      To my surprise, Cillian crouches down low and then gets on his stomach to lie flat against the soft grass.

      “Care to explain, or should I just do as the Romans do?”

      “Pop down and pipe down.”

      Rolling my eyes, I mimic his position and wait expectantly, belly-down on the grass with my chin hanging over the edge of the cliff.

      A couple of minutes go by, but nothing out of the ordinary happens. Just forest in every direction. Mostly quiet. Mostly still.

      But Cillian keeps staring out at the woody range ahead as though he’s waiting for someone to appear.

      “Cillian…”

      “Just be patient.”

      I rein in a sigh and try to do just that.

      Except that Cillian’s scent is even more intoxicating than the fresh air and the trees. And he’s lying so close to me that it’s hard not to notice the decisive square of his jaw. Or the way his hair curls at the back. Or the straight, proud line of his nose.

      And noticing those things only makes me remember that, not two hours ago, our naked bodies were wrapped together, ingraining the memory right into my skin.

      The recollection alone sends a flush of heat through me. His lips on mine… His hands seizing my hips… Him pushing deeper and deeper into me, coaxing moans out of my—

      “There!” Cillian says urgently, snapping me out of my reverie.

      I turn my neck—just in time to see the most beautiful creature I’ve ever laid eyes on.

      It’s a stag.

      An incredibly massive, albino stag with antlers as wide as my arms can reach. He strides majestically out of the forest towards the grassy outcrop at the edge of the slope.

      “Oh my God,” I breathe, completely captivated.

      His fur is pure, rippling white and it seems to absorb the sunlight rather than reflect it, until I’m not sure if the thing is real or just a figment of my imagination. He snorts softly, doing his rounds through the woods without any sense of urgency.

      He either doesn’t notice us or doesn’t care. He lingers for a moment in the center of the clearing to nuzzle on some grass.

      And then, when he raises his huge head to glance in our direction, it feels like he’s staring straight at me.

      His eyes are as human as mine.

      Full of life. Full of wonder.

      After grazing for a little while, the stag moves right through the meadow until he reaches the other side.

      Then, as serenely as he entered…

      He leaves.
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      I let out a low breath. The first I’ve taken since the animal appeared.

      Then I roll over and lay on my back in the grass, face aimed toward the sky.

      Cillian does the same. His hand lays right next to mine, but I resist the urge to take it.

      “That was amazing,” I murmur without looking at him. “Thanks for showing me.”

      “Of course.”

      His head turns to me. I feel his eyes graze along the side of my face. But I can’t bring myself to look at him.

      The vulnerability from earlier has resurfaced. With the hike and the stag behind us, there’s nothing to distract from the fact that we’re completely alone now.

      Still clutching onto secrets we’re too scared to share.

      “He was born the same year I was,” Cillian tells me. “The stag, I mean. It caused quite a stir. The first albino deer in generations. The locals named him Hail. A little on the nose, but I suppose it has a certain majesty about it.”

      “Hail,” I mouth. “I like it.”

      “The locals here like to believe that Hail is special. A protector of sorts that takes care of these parts.”

      “Why do they think that?”

      “Well, the normal lifespan of a deer is around sixteen to twenty years,” he explains. “And Hail…”

      “Has lived over thirty,” I finish with awe.

      Cillian smiles. “People need something to believe in,” he says. “It’s more likely that the stag we just saw isn’t Hail at all. Just his son. Or maybe a different stag that some local jackass spray-painted white.”

      “That would be the logical explanation,” I agree. “But logical explanations aren’t the most romantic.”

      “No,” Cillian agrees. “So the locals call him Hail. I do, too.”

      I let my head loll to the side to look at him. Our eyes meet up and I feel that strange connection between us bend and flex, as though it’s not sure how to configure itself in this space.

      “Hail it is, then,” I whisper.

      There’s something about the way we’re lying. About the angle our necks are turned towards one another.

      It makes Cillian look younger. A lot more like the man I met all those years ago.

      I feel tears prick at my eyes and I know I need to stop looking at him. Right now.

      I pull myself up into a sitting position, but my name falls from his lips almost immediately.

      “Saoirse, wait.”

      I don’t look at him as I get to my feet.

      “Please.”

      I stop short. Damn him.

      But I still don’t turn around. I’m not in control right now and I don’t want him to see just how vulnerable I am. How vulnerable I’ve always been to him.

      He seems to sense this, because he doesn’t force me to look at him. He just stands there, a few feet behind me. Waiting.

      “I can’t leave Ireland, Saoirse,” he says. “Not again.”

      My heart is beating hard against my chest, but I need to hear his explanation. And he deserves my attention.

      “All this time, I’ve been lying to myself,” Cillian explains. “Telling myself that I was happy to be away from all this. Away from my family, my business, my home.”

      I don’t say a word. I hardly dare to breathe too loud.

      “But if that were true, I wouldn’t have found the exact same life in another country. I left Dublin because I was forced to. Not because I wanted to. It took coming back here to make me realize it.”

      He pauses. The forest murmurs around us. Birds and branches and a little stream flowing somewhere unseen.

      “I’ve missed the land, Saoirse. I’ve missed my brother. Hell, I even missed my parents. I told myself that this was just about making amends and then going back to America. But that was the lie I needed to tell myself in order to get on that plane in the first place.”

      I listen intently, feeling him draw closer and closer to me. His hand lands on my arm and I pivot on the spot.

      He’s looking at me as though begging me to understand.

      He has history here. A past he treasures and memories he wouldn’t give up for the world.

      He’d been forced out the first time and I had unknowingly asked the exact same thing from him. I had asked him to leave when he wasn’t ready to go.

      “This is my home,” he says again softly. “Home.” He says the word like it’s holy.

      I give him a tentative smile that doesn’t quite manage to hide the sadness I’m feeling. “I understand, Cillian,” I say. “Of course I do.”

      This really is his home.

      The scary part for me, though… is the realization that he may be mine.

      “Do you?” he asks.

      “Yes.”

      And I do understand. I really do. It’s just not the answer I wanted to hear.

      Cillian may have a future in Ireland.

      But where’s mine?

      I can’t have a future that’s anywhere close to where Tristan still draws breath. The man will hunt me down and scrape the happiness from my soul if he could.

      That angry, bitter nagging voice inside my head screams at me. You should have left with him the first time. It’s too late now. The window is closed.

      He reaches up and cups my face with his hand. I can feel the hard calluses of his palm, but despite their roughness, I press my cheek into him.

      Then I turn my lips into his palm and kiss it gently.

      When I turn my eyes to his, there’s a spark in them that has driven all the calm right out.

      “I thought about you a lot when I was gone,” he confesses softly.

      “I thought about you a lot, too.”

      “Did you ever regret it?” he asks. “Not coming with me?”

      My breath hitches up a little. I’ve been a coward too long now.

      It’s time to be brave. And bravery always starts with the truth.

      “Of course I regretted it,” I tell him. “I regretted it every single day.”

      There’s three seconds of silence.

      He looks at me and I look right back at him.

      Then his fingers curl around the side of my neck and he pulls me to him, our lips crashing together in a torrent of pent-up emotion.

      His tongue winds its way around mine and suddenly, abruptly, chaotically, we’re tearing each other’s clothes off.

      I know already that this is one of those memories I will look back on and marvel at. How fragmented it is. How beautifully broken.

      I know this because even as it’s happening, I can’t hold together the pieces of it.

      I don’t remember tearing off Cillian’s shirt or undoing his pants. But suddenly, he’s naked and hard beneath my palm, and I’m just as bare.

      I don’t remember getting down onto the grass, but that’s where I find myself.

      It doesn’t really matter, though.

      Because the things I do process, the moments I do absorb, are so clear and vivid and intense that I know they will last me until the end of my days.

      Like the moment he rolls over, forcing me on top of him.

      The moment he pushes inside me from below, fusing the two of us together with such force that I gasp so loud it echoes across the wide-open sky.

      The moment he grabs my hips and locks eyes with me as I ride him to another orgasm.

      I come once with my hands on his chest.

      I come the second time with my face pointed towards the sky as an eagle circles overhead.

      I’m struck by how opposites can exist in the same breath without competing for space or energy.

      Despite the passionate urgency with which we make love, there are moments of quiet, too.

      The way Cillian brushes his lips against my nipples.

      The way he smiles at me.

      The way he encircles my body in his arms just before he finishes.

      I want so badly to make this day stretch out into eternity so that we never have to make the journey back down the lonely trail to the car.

      But I know it’s not possible. No matter how strong your will is, time is the one thing you can’t bend.

      So I give up and give in. Because I’m trying not to be a coward anymore. And that means facing the truth.

      That means accepting that Cillian and I… As perfect as it might feel when we’re together, our paths have always diverged.

      We’re going in different directions.

      But until he disappears from my line of sight, I can cling on.

      For as long as he lets me.
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      Saoirse is quiet as we drive back down to the castle. A little too quiet for my liking.

      She keeps her face turned towards the window so that I only catch glimpses of her expression. When I do, her jaw is tight, her eyes distant.

      But that’s the way it is with Saoirse. The moment you think things are going well, she pulls the rug right out from underneath you.

      As infuriating as it is, I’m self-aware enough to understand that that’s one of the reasons I’m so damn attracted to her. She’s mysterious and complicated and unpredictable in a way I have never encountered before or since.

      “What’s on your mind?” I ask when we’re almost at the lake.

      “Nothing,” she mumbles.

      I grit my teeth. But I can’t force her to talk to me. I can’t force her to trust me, either.

      Just before turning the corner, I notice a billow of smoke wrinkling in the air.

      As we round the bend, my eyes zero in on the car stalled in the middle of the road, a few yards away from the bridge itself.

      It’s got two punctured tires hissing air and a pattern of bullet holes in the rear fender. The back glass has shattered and caved in.

      “Fuck.”

      “What is it?” Saoirse asks, sitting up a little straighter. “Kinahan?”

      That was my first thought, too. Then I notice the license plate on the car.

      “Not Kinahan,” I growl, speeding up until we’re right behind the fucked-up car. “It’s mine.”

      I park and leap out of the vehicle. Rushing to the driver’s seat, I expect to find it empty.

      But it’s not.

      “Kian!”

      My brother groans and tries to lift his head off the steering wheel, but he barely manages. His face is slicked with blood and his eyes are fluttering between reality and unconsciousness.

      “Fucking hell,” I roar, peeling him off the wheel and leaning him back against the seat’s headrest. “Kian, what the fuck happened?”

      His eyes flicker to me and beyond me. I sense Saoirse at my shoulder.

      “I was ambushed on the road,” he groans with immense difficulty. “Fuckers tried to get me. But I was too fucking smart for them.”

      His voice fades off in another warble of pain. He looks like death warmed over.

      I’m not about to sit here and watch him wither away in front of me. “Come on,” I say through gritted teeth. “Let’s get you inside.”

      I help him get out of the car. Every motion draws another hiss of agony from him.

      I look around for Saoirse, only to see that she’s disappeared. Then I realize that she’s calling for help from the side gate next to the portcullis.

      The gates open a minute later and Eiric runs out towards us to loop an arm underneath Kian from the other side.

      “Come on, brother,” I tell Kian. “You’re going to be okay.”

      “They were looking for you,” Kian tells me, choking a little on his words. “They were looking for all of us. You, me, Ma, Da.”

      Fear grips me immediately.

      “Did they find them?”

      “No, no,” Kian says quickly. “The safehouse was a stroke of genius. But the Kinahans are frustrated because of it. They started tailing the only person they did have eyes on.”

      “You.”

      Kian nods as we limp towards the castle. He tries to say something else, but words fail him.

      “Easy, brother,” I soothe. “Save your breath for later.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We manage to get him inside and into one of the bedrooms on the ground floor. The stone walls are an onyx white that makes the blood-red carpet look almost sinister.

      The moment he’s in bed, Matilda and Mary appear with hot water, warm clothes, and a huge first aid kit. Saoirse and I stay in the back of the room while they clean Kian up and see to his wounds.

      It’s not actually as bad as it seems. Half the damage was from the crash when his tires finally blew, not the Kinahan assault. His vehicle took the brunt of the gunfire. He did get his arm singed by a stray bullet, but it’s only a flesh wound.

      All in all, it’s more the panic and chaos of the chase that has Kian so out of sorts.

      “How bad is this, Cillian?” Saoirse asks.

      “I don’t know yet,” I admit. “But it’s definitely not good. They’re desperate to keep the upper hand they gained when they managed to abduct my parents.”

      “But now that they can’t find them, they’re coming after you and your brother,” she points out.

      I place my hand on her shoulder. “I will protect you, Saoirse.”

      She shakes my hand off. “I’m not worried about myself, Cillian.”

      Then she moves to Kian’s bedside as Mary starts stripping off his dirty, bloodied clothing. I head over there as well, taking note of how much better Kian looks. There’s still little color in his face. And he looks weak, possibly just from sheer exhaustion.

      But he’ll make it.

      “How’re you feeling?” I ask.

      “Is that a trick question?” Kian manages to quip.

      “Physically,” I clarify.

      He gives me a tight smile. “Better,” he replies. “Cillian, I’m sorry…”

      “For what?”

      “They came out of nowhere. They must’ve been watching the highways.”

      “Where was your backup?” I demand.

      “I wanted to keep the majority of our men at the manor,” Kian explains. “We can’t afford another breach. And I didn’t want to travel too deep in case it gave away the location of the safehouse. So after Mark and I got Ma and Da settled, we left.”

      Kian shakes his head as though he memory is too painful to linger on.

      “There were so many of them. We lost them for a time, or at least I thought we did. But then they caught up to us, and… Fuck, I tried. But they got Mark. Gunned him down like a dog in the road. And my leg is so fucked up that I couldn’t drive well. I couldn’t turn back to the manor on my own. Didn’t have the means or the manpower to get there. This was the only option I had left.”

      I frown, realizing that there’s a specific reason for Kian’s apology.

      “I was about four miles from here when the Kinahan jeep showed up again,” Kian admits. “I would never have come here if I had a choice, Cillian.”

      Then it clicks.

      I glance at Saoirse as I realize what Kian is saying.

      The wolves will be on our doorstep soon.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers again.

      “Don’t be,” I say firmly. “There’s no point. You did what you had to do.”

      Kian shakes his head, but before I can say another word, Saoirse reaches out and puts her hand on his. She sits on the edge of the bed next to him.

      He looks at her for a long moment and then he gives her a weak smile.

      Slowly, he turns to me.

      “There’s at least one Kinahan asshole that walked away from that fight,” Kian tells me. “It won’t take them long to figure out where I am.”

      I nod. “They’ll come with reinforcements.”

      “And what do we do then?”

      “We’ll call in our men,” I say.

      “If they can be spared,” Kian says.

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      “Divide and conquer,” Kian says. “That’s their strategy. They’re going to hit us in all our known domains. While our focus is split, they’re going to come for us. If they kill you and me…”

      “The O’Sullivan clan is all but extinct,” I breathe.

      Kian nods slowly.

      Before my legs give out, I sit down on the bed next to him. The three of us form a sort of lopsided triangle, but I still manage to draw strength from it.

      I look at Kian’s face, weak yet still determined.

      I look at Saoirse’s face, worried yet still beautiful.

      I look around at the strong walls that engulf us.

      We may be in a fucking castle, but it hasn’t functioned as such for a long time. We don’t have the weapons or defense structures we need to keep the Kinahans out of our walls.

      I glance between Saoirse and Kian again. They’re both looking at me as though they expect me to have all the answers, all the solutions.

      Ironically, I don’t feel pressure.

      I feel like I’m where I belong.

      “Do you think, if Sean hears about our gruesome deaths, he’ll come back and avenge us?” I wonder out loud.

      There’s a split second of silence when both Saoirse and Kian look at me with wide, shocked eyes as they process what I just said.

      Then the silence breaks with their laughter.

      I join in. And for an instant, everything is okay.

      The last moment of calm before the storm.
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      I slip into Cillian’s room and shut the door behind me.

      I don’t see him at first. He’s got the antique wardrobe door open and he’s almost completely hidden behind it.

      Then he shuts the door, revealing the gun in his hand.

      “What are you doing?” I ask. Stupid question, of course, but it’s the only way I can think of that gets anywhere close to the real question I want to ask.

      A question like, Do you have to do this?

      “Preparing,” he replies somberly. “How’s Kian?”

      “He’s sleeping,” I tell him. “He was fighting it, but I managed to mix in a sleeping pill with his water.”

      “Sneaky.”

      “It’s a mild one,” I clarify. “But he’ll get in at least a few hours of sleep.”

      “Good.” He sets down the gun in his hand and picks up another one. Hefts the weight. Nods, satisfied. It’s all so familiar to him, so routine, that he doesn’t even notice how I’m trembling, how my skin is crawling as I watch him prepare for war.

      I circle around and peek into the wardrobe. And I realize with a jolt that “wardrobe” is a really loose term for what this is.

      There are no clothes in there. What it does contain is enough weaponry to supply an entire army.

      Knifes. Pistols. Rifles. Row after row of gleaming firearms nestled neatly inside this centuries-old armoire.

      “Are those throwing stars?” I gape at him.

      Cillian smiles. “I went through a phase when I was thirteen. Ma bought them for me for Christmas.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “God help us all.”

      “Is that not how Christmas gifts looked in your family?”

      “No, not really. I usually got a pair of socks and a tenner, if I was lucky.”

      Cillian sighs as he tucks another gun into his belt. “He’s a real Santa Claus, your pa.”

      “I don’t think anyone is confusing the two of them.”

      “No, I think not. And I suppose we’re not your typical family, either.”

      “I gathered as much,” I say, looking around at the castle’s stone walls. “Not many typical families have a spare castle lying around.”

      We both chuckle, but it fades away soon, lost amongst the stones. The quiet here feels deeper. Heavier. More dense than normal silence.

      “Saoirse,” he says at the same time I say, “Cillian.”

      He smiles. “You first.”

      “How many people do you have on the property who can fight?” I ask.

      “Fifteen.”

      “And how many more are on the way?”

      “Two dozen.”

      “Will that be enough?”

      He doesn’t have to answer. I can tell from the look in his eyes that it won’t be.

      “I’ve spoken to my lieutenants across the country,” he says. “We’re being attacked on all sides. Our men are spread thin. They’re trying to hold down our defensive positions for now. So two dozen… Well, we’ll just have to make do.”

      He says it casually, like he’s a dinner party host trying to feed ten people with enough food for five. As opposed to what he really is: a man with his back against the wall and every enemy he’s ever met coming hungry for blood.

      I decide it’s better if I don’t point that out.

      “Any news on the Kinahans?” I ask.

      “There’s been movement,” Cillian says. “It seems they’re preparing to head somewhere soon.”

      “Here?”

      “That’s the logical assumption.”

      “How long until they arrive?” I ask.

      “Twenty-four hours at the latest,” answers Cillian. “Twelve hours at the earliest.”

      “So we prepare for the earliest.”

      His eyes snap to mine. “There is no ‘we’ here, Saoirse,” he says coldly. “There’s me. There’s Kian. There’s the clan. But mostly, there’s just me.”

      I frown. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      He sighs, sets down the latest gun in his hand, and turns to face me fully. “It means that you need to leave while you still can.”

      “No.”

      His eyes flash dangerously. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me,” I retort, clenching my teeth. “I’m not leaving. You need me.”

      Cillian fixes me with a glare cold enough to send shivers racing down my spine. “Saoirse…”

      “You just said it yourself: you don’t have the men. You don’t have time to wait. The Kinahans are coming. Every man counts.”

      “You are not a man.”

      “And thank God for that,” I snap. “I’m way more useful.”

      I can tell he wants to laugh, but he manages to hold back. “Do you even know how to fire a gun?”

      “Point and shoot.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “I can learn.”

      “In twelve hours?”

      “I’m a fast learner.”

      “Saoirse,” Cillian growls, running a frustrated hand through his hair, “I’m not risking you in a fight that has nothing to do with you.”

      “Nothing to do with me?” I repeat furiously. “I know you don’t mean that.”

      “What—”

      “Do you really think that Tristan isn’t going to be with the Kinahans when they show up here?” I demand. “You remember Tristan, don’t you, Cillian?”

      His eyes are hard, angry. He starts to talk, but I cut him off.

      “In case you don’t, let me jog your memory. He’s the man who’s going to drag me back to that prison he calls a home and rape me every time he wants, just to prove a point.”

      Cillian flinches violently at that one. It’s harsh, physical pain.

      But for some reason, I can’t bring myself to stop.

      I pull up the sleeve of my right arm and thrust the scars in his face.

      “You asked me if I did that to myself,” I continue. “I didn’t. This is what he did to me. Every time I talked back, every time I fought back, he’d give me a new scar. I have a body full of them. You wanna see the rest? Or maybe it’ll wait for another time. Because if I get started on the full tour, we might be here a while.”

      “Saoirse…” There’s so much emotion on his face now that I can’t quite keep up with all of it. “He’s never going to touch you again.”

      “I know,” I growl fiercely. “I won’t allow him to. Because I’m going to fight him right alongside you.”

      His eyes grow stubborn again. “Or how about you let me fight him and you can—”

      “So I can stay locked up in my tower until you come to rescue me? Grow up, Cillian,” I say. “This is the twenty-first fucking century.”

      One corner of his mouth twitches up. But he manages to fight the smile.

      “This is not a game, Saoirse,” he says soberly. “This is real life. It’s war.”

      “Great speech. I’m still going to be there.”

      His jaw hardens into a perfect square and he balls his fists up tight.

      But unlike with Tristan, I have no fear that he’s going to throw a punch or try to hurt me.

      I’ve forgotten what that’s like. To feel so safe with someone that, even in the face of their fury, you feel absolutely untouchable.

      “Why do you have to be so… so…”

      “So what?”

      “Infuriating!”

      I flinch back. Not because of the volume. But because of the emotion that underpins it.

      It’s not fury. Not quite. It’s something different. Something more.

      We stare at each other. Two caged lions circling and circling and circling. Not sure whether to fight or fuck or something else altogether.

      I take a deep breath. He does the same.

      “You can’t fight them alone, Cillian,” I whisper.

      “Doesn’t mean I’m not gonna try.”

      “For fuck’s sake!” I cry, throwing my hands up in the air. “Can you really be that stubborn?”

      “I’m quite good at it,” he throws back at me. “Almost as stubborn as you are.”

      “How am I being stubborn?”

      “Because you’re still here! Because you won’t fucking leave!”

      “I lost you once, Cillian O’Sullivan,” I rasp. “I won’t lose you a second time.”

      He stops short and stares at me for a moment.

      I turn away from him. I can’t handle the heat of that gaze. Not ever. But especially not right now, when everything is teetering on a knife’s edge.

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” he says softly. “It’s just that sometimes…”

      “Sometimes what?”

      “Sometimes, I swear it’s like you’re in love with me.”

      My heart is hammering hard, giving me advice that I’ve never truly listened to. It would be so easy to refute him, correct him.

      Me? Love you? Not in a million fucking years.

      But the feeling of impending doom seems to put things in perspective suddenly.

      Does my pride really matter in the face of death? Will I regret it if Cillian dies with my lie ringing in his head?

      You promised yourself you’d stop being a coward. You promised.

      So I raise my eyes to his and keep the promise I made to myself.

      “That’s because I am in love with you.”

      I can see the shock in his beautiful blue eyes. The shock of a man who denied himself a dream because it hurt too bad to even imagine it.

      It makes me smile. An actual, honest-to-goodness, albeit one that’s still deciding whether to be happy or sad or scared or something that doesn’t yet have a name.

      “I never stopped,” I add. “Not for a moment. Part of me never left that roof.”

      Cillian just continues to stare at me until I shuffle on my feet and look away.

      “Aren’t you going to say anything?” I demand. “For God’s sake, say something.”

      But he doesn’t.

      For once in his entire goddamn life, Cillian O’Sullivan is silent.

      Maybe it’s because he said everything he wanted to say thirteen years ago. And since the moment fate brought us back into each other’s worlds, we’ve been pretending that what we felt that night didn’t happen, or that it was somehow not real or not valid.

      This, though? This heat, this tension between us?

      It proves that it was real. It proves that it was valid.

      It meant something.

      It mattered.

      Somehow—I don’t know when it happened—he closed the gap between us and our bodies are pressed up against one another now.

      There’s no uncertainty or trepidation. I’ve said my truth and it feels good.

      I know one thing for sure now: no matter what happens between us, I’m not going back to Tristan.

      My father is safe and away from him, which means the power he has held over me all these years is gone.

      Do I still fear the man?

      Yes. Of course. Fear’s not the type of thing that just goes away at the snap of a finger.

      It lives inside your body, and even if your mind tells you there’s nothing to be afraid of, your bones remember.

      But things are different now.

      “I wish I’d been a virgin when we met,” Cillian says unexpectedly.

      I do a double take. “You don’t mean that.”

      “I do,” he replies. “I’ve slept with a lot of different women, Saoirse. But none of them—not even one—has meant anything to me.”

      I want desperately to believe that.

      “You don’t believe me?” he asks, reading my mind again. “Look me in the eyes and tell me I’m not telling you the truth.”

      I shake my head. “Not every woman you were with could have been horrible.”

      “They weren’t,” Cillian says. “In fact, a few were wonderful. They just… weren’t you.”

      My hands snake up his chest and I run my fingertip along his jaw. “I’ve missed you so much, Cillian.”

      “I’ve missed you, Saoirse.”

      And then I silence him with a kiss.

      He removes my clothes gently, carefully. I remove his in the same way. Then he scoops me up in his arms and wraps my leg around his waist.

      We stumble to the bed and I fall back as he climbs on top of me. His cock presses against my thigh as he starts kissing from my ear to my neck.

      He takes his time, moving slowly back down my body until he lands on my nipples. He sucks them both, one at a time at first and then together.

      My legs start to quiver as I moisten under his tongue. It’s been so long since a man has gone down on me. And then I realize that the last and only man to ever go down on me was… him.

      I’m about to tell him that, but then he kisses the inside of my thigh and I gasp.

      He pushes my legs apart and settles between them. I look up in time to watch his head dip down. A second later, a pulse of pleasure weaves through my body as his tongue runs up and down my slit.

      I moan. I call out his name. I clutch the sheets on either side of the bed.

      He grips my thighs hard as he pushes his tongue inside me and starts exploring. I arch my back the deeper he goes, but my eyes pop open when his tongue circles around my clit.

      “Oh God…” I gasp. “Cillian, oh God…”

      He ignores me and keeps going, eating me out until my body is trembling. I feel like I’m just one giant nerve ending, sensitive to every tiny scrap of friction.

      It doesn’t take long to send me tumbling over the edge. “Cillian!” I cry out as I come on his face.

      I’m racked from head to toe with trembles that intensify more and more and more. The seconds stretch like eternities.

      Before I can fully recover, he’s rising above me, settling over me.

      I feel his cock at my entrance. I’m so wet, still recovering from my orgasm, that it takes only the slightest bit of pressure to help him slip inside me.

      I clamp around him, my hands falling against his muscular chest as he starts thrusting gently. He does it so fucking slow that my eyes roll back in my head.

      It’s madness to be lying here, wrapped up in each other, when there’s an army about to descend on the gates in no time at all.

      But I can’t find it in myself to be scared right now. It seems neither can he.

      Maybe we both feel like we deserve this.

      After everything we’ve been through… After everything that was stolen from us…

      Maybe we’ll be allowed this little piece of perfect.

      “Saoirse,” Cillian groans, in my ear, “you are the only one I’ve ever wanted.” He raises his head off my shoulder and looks straight down at me.

      Our eyes lock. Neither one of us looks away.

      And, without blinking, he fucks me slowly, deeply, passionately. He fucks me to another orgasm.

      He tells me I’m beautiful. I’m perfect. I’m amazing.

      He doesn’t say he loves me. But he doesn’t really need to.

      I know he does.

      It’s in the eyes.
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      I look back at the closed door, hoping Saoirse will sleep for a little while longer. In fact, a part of me wishes she’d just sleep right through the battle.

      Theoretically, I could lock her in right now, but I respect her too much to do that to her.

      And anyway, knowing Saoirse, she’d probably bust out through one of the windows and scale down the walls by herself. Ma would kill me if the stained glass got fucked up.

      When my phone starts ringing, I pick up without really looking at who’s calling.

      “What’s up, zhopa?” says the voice on the other end of the line.

      “Artem,” I breathe in relief. “Wait a second—who the hell are you calling an asshole?”

      “You know damn well who.”

      “Pot, meet kettle.”

      “You might be right about that,” he laughs. Then his voice darkens. “Anyway, I’m hearing some disturbing reports coming from your part of the world. Something tells me that it’s too big a coincidence to have nothing to do with you.”

      “No faith in me,” I mutter.

      “When it comes to you staying out of trouble?” he asks. “None at all.”

      I laugh, but it sounds stilted and hard. “I’m fine,” I say. “Things are fine.”

      “Cillian…”

      “I’m serious. I’ve got everything under control.”

      Mostly.

      There’s a second of silence and I hear some major static on the line. “What’s happening?” I ask.

      “Sorry. Traveling,” Artem explains.

      “Where to?”

      “Don’s council meeting. We’re hashing out some land disputes. The damn Turks think they can just take whatever they want.”

      “Keeping shit interesting, huh?”

      “I always do.”

      I hesitate a moment when I hear a sound come from the room Saoirse’s sleeping in. Nothing follows, so I relax again.

      “You’d tell me if something was going down, right?” Artem inquires.

      I wish I could. Hell, I should.

      What would be the point of telling him though?

      There’s nothing he can do from there. He’s halfway across the world, dealing with problems of his own. And as much as I’d like to have my best friend by my side, I can handle this shit. I can do what must be done.

      “Of course,” I lie smoothly.

      “Good man,” Artem says. “How’re things with Saoirse?”

      And just like that, despite everything, I smile. Because I can’t think of her and not smile anymore.

      The irony is that I don’t know how long we’ll be able to hold on to this for. To this idea of us. Of her and me.

      It seems like whenever we’ve entered something resembling a truce, that the world comes along and derails it all.

      “Things are… progressing,” I reply evasively.

      “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means I finally feel like I’ve come home.”

      “Jesus,” Artem breathes. “In the Old Country for no time at all and he thinks he’s a fucking poet now. Does that mean you’re never coming back to L.A.?”

      I don’t expect the question. Which is probably why I answer honestly. “Let’s see how today goes.”

      “Brother, I get the feeling you’re not telling me something.”

      “I’m telling you exactly what you need to know,” I tell him, repeating words he’d said to his men a hundred times in the past.

      “Don’t be an asshole.”

      “You know I can’t help it.”

      “That’s because you’re an asshole.”

      I chuckle. A second later, the door opens and Saoirse steps out of the room.

      She looks at me with wide eyes, wondering what’s changed since she’s been asleep. She knows better than anyone that your entire life can shift in a matter of minutes.

      “I’ve got to go, brother,” I say. “Take care of that beautiful family of yours.”

      “I will. Take care of yourself.”

      “I always do.”

      When I hang up, Saoirse walks into my arms. I pull her close to me and drop my face into the comforting hollow of her neck.

      Her hand wraps around the back of my neck as she strokes my hair gently. “Any news?” she murmurs.

      “I have scouts placed a few miles off from the castle. Still no sight of the Kinahans or anyone else. But they’ll be here sooner or later. That much I know.”

      “Where’s Kian?”

      “He’s downstairs,” I reply. “He’s kinda peeved you drugged him, so steer clear.”

      She smiles as though my brother’s annoyance is the least of her concerns. “I can take a grumpy Irishman,” she says. “I’ve had lots of practice in that department.”

      She pulls away and fixes me with a stubborn look. The kind of look that I’ve learned signals trouble is coming my way.

      “You wanna teach me how to use a gun now?”

      Bingo. “No.”

      “Cillian…” she says with a tired sigh.

      “Saoirse, don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Then don’t treat me like a child,” she snaps, the fire flashing dangerously in her eyes.

      “I’m not—”

      “A helpless woman then. A damsel in fucking distress.”

      “Hey now, don’t make this about gender,” I say. “I’ve always been a feminist.”

      “Then why—”

      “The future is female.”

      “But you—”

      “Girls run the world.”

      “Cillian!” she yells in exasperation. But she doesn’t quite manage to suppress the laugh on her lips either.

      I stop and give her a wide grin. Then I lean in and kiss her softly on the forehead. “I just want you to be safe.”

      “I’m with you,” she says softly. “Of course I’ll be safe.”

      Her trust humbles me and I curl my arms around her body.

      “But it’s my choice to be here,” she continues. “So I’d appreciate it if you just accept that. And respect my right to choose where I go and what I do.”

      I don’t like it. Not at all.

      But I recognize the plea in her eyes.

      She trusts me. And now she’s asking for the same thing in return.

      She’s been with a man who has controlled every aspect of her life for the last thirteen years. She doesn’t need more of the same.

      “Okay,” I reply heavily. “Let’s go down. I’ll teach you to shoot out in the courtyard.”

      With a triumphant smile, she grabs my hand and we walk down together.
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      Kian is by the massive main doors with a few of the staff. He looks much better, but there’s no way he’s ready for a fight.

      “Well, well, well,” Kian says, eyeing Saoirse and me suggestively. “What a pretty pair the two of you make.”

      Saoirse blushes slightly, but she doesn’t let go of my hand.

      The table behind him is heavy with all the weaponry we could find. Some of these guns look like they haven’t been fired since electricity was discovered.

      But a gun is a gun. I’ll take anything I can get right now.

      I can see Saoirse eyeing them pointedly.

      “So…” Kian says, glancing at her and then at me. “Saoirse’s come down to wish us good luck?”

      Her eyes flit to him and she narrows them dangerously. “Actually, I thought that’s why you came down here. To wish us good luck.”

      He laughs. But when she doesn’t even crack a smile, he stops abruptly.

      “Wait,” he says, looking at me in shock. “You’re letting her fight?”

      “Letting me?” Saoirse repeats. “I’d revise that word choice, pal.”

      “Hey, hey, no harm intended,” Kian says quickly. “I’m just saying, you’re not prepared for this.”

      “Says the cripple in a cast.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “Have you had any combat training?”

      “Uh… no.”

      “Taken any self-defense classes?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Used a gun? Aimed a gun? Ever even held a gun?”

      She sighs. “Okay, I see your point. But like I told Cillian, I’m a fast learner.”

      Kian’s about to say something, but I jump in.

      “Brother, she feels strongly about this. And she’s not going to stay locked up in a room until the coast is clear,” I say. “She wants to be here. We’re going to respect that.”

      Kian stares at me for a moment and then nods slowly.

      “Alright then. I guess it’s up to the two of you.”

      Saoirse smiles gently as she turns to me. “Thank you.”

      “Hold on a second before you go thanking me,” I say. “Kian’s right—you still have no training and no experience in a situation like this. You want to be here. That’s one thing. But you’re not gonna be on the front line.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you stay by the gates, behind my men,” I tell her. “And before you lecture me about gender roles and equality, it has nothing to do with you being a woman. You’ve never been in this position before. They have. It’s about protecting them from you as much as protecting you from the enemy. Got it?”

      “That’s a fair compromise,” she acquiesces with a squirm.

      I breathe a sigh of relief. I was sure that the battle to get her to accept that bargain would be nastier than anything the Kinahans could bring.

      “Thank God,” I say. “For a moment, I thought you were gonna be all stubborn.”

      She glares at me. “Asshole.”

      I chuckle and grab her, squeezing her ass in the process.

      “Cillian!” she scolds, sounding completely mortified. She pushes me off her and then looks around to see who might have seen that.

      Kian just shakes his head at the both of us. “You two gonna be able to keep your head in the game?”

      I turn to my brother, realizing that he’s probably going to be the harder of the two to deal with. He’s sure as hell not gonna like what I say next.

      “Brother…” My tone gets his attention.

      “What?” he asks, hostile right off the bat.

      “You might have to sit this one out.”

      “You fucking kidding me right now?” he growls. “Christ. I knew you’d try and do this.”

      “Try and do what?” I demand. “Save your fucking life?”

      “I can handle this. I’m good as new.”

      “That’s your pride talking,” I say. “Your leg is basically mush right now, and in case you forgot, you just crashed your car into a bridge yesterday.”

      I can see it in his eyes: he knows I’m making sense. He knows that he can’t fight at one hundred percent capacity like he’s used to.

      But he doesn’t want to leave me out there alone.

      “Cillian, you’ve got like fifteen men,” he points out. “The Kinahans are gonna come in fucking droves. We’re not going to be able to hold them all off.”

      “Luckily, we’ve got high walls.”

      Kian grimaces. “This isn’t the Middle Ages. They know about this castle and they’re going to come prepared. One well-thrown explosive is all it’ll take to bring that gate smashing—”

      His words are swallowed whole by a massive explosion just outside the portcullis.

      Immediately after, two of my men coming running towards us.

      “Two vehicles!” one screams. “They’re using explosives to break down the entrance.”

      Kian whirls around to me. “Did I call it or what?”

      “Jesus,” I say, grabbing Saoirse and forcing her behind me, even though the gate is still holding for now.

      Another explosion goes off. Saoirse cringes against the noise.

      I grab one of the handguns and offer it to her. “This is the safety,” I tell her, speaking fast. “There—now it’s off. Meaning when you pull the trigger –”

      “A bullet comes out the other end,” Saoirse interrupts. “I got that part.”

      I nod. “You wanted a lesson, so here it is. Keep both your eyes open. Aim. Then pull the trigger. Got it?”

      “Got it,” she says with a determined nod.

      I want to kiss her hard. To imprint the feel of my lips against hers.

      But there’s no time.

      Another explosion goes off and the portcullis starts to shiver slowly. “It’s gonna come down with the next one,” one of the guards warns.

      I look around at the scant number of fighters that I’ve managed to gather. I know we’ve got back-up on the way, but I have no idea when they’ll get here or if they’ll be enough when they do.

      “How many men did you see out there?” I ask the guard who spoke first.

      “Two vehicles. No more than twelve men in total.”

      I frown. “The early birds clearly want the victory,” I say. “Maybe that will work in our advantage. If we finish these guys off before the rest show up, we might have a shot.”

      I look around at the men.

      “We still have the advantage of stone walls. No fight is a lost cause. And in any case, we’ve got to remember the most important thing: every O’Sullivan man is worth twenty Kinahan bastards.”

      The man raise their fists in the air and bellow in agreement.

      I notice Kian smiling in the corner next to Saoirse, who’s still clutching the gun I just handed her.

      The gate starts to shiver on its gigantic hinges.

      Then the last explosion brings it down with a thundering scream that rattles the ground we’re standing on.

      “Close the doors,” I signal to one of the men. “And get to the shooting points.”

      “Nice speech,” Kian says.

      “Sarcasm?”

      “I would never.”

      I roll my eyes. “I didn’t have time to prepare an epic battle speech, okay? I’ll save that for the movie they make about today.”

      Kian laughs. I know he’s just trying to release some of the pressure that’s built up between my shoulder blades. Saoirse sidles up closer to my side before her fingers wind through mine.

      “Don’t do anything stupid, okay?” I tell her.

      She looks at me and swallows. “I would never.”

      Kian snorts.

      And then we spy movement out the window. It’s a swarm of Kinahan soldiers. They’ve got their weapons ready and their game faces on.

      But my scout was right. There’s only two vehicles. No more than twelve men. Maybe less.

      I can feel the adrenaline start to pump through my system.

      I’ve always loved a good fight.

      The only thing that’s stopping the adrenaline from transforming into pure bloodthirsty euphoria is the knowledge that Saoirse and Kian are here.

      She shouldn’t be here at all. He isn’t ready for a battle like this.

      But we don’t have a choice.

      At least we’re here together. And at least they have me.

      I’ve lost them both once before. I won’t let that happen again.

      I tighten my grip on my guns and check the ammunition. I’m ready as I’ll ever be.

      Let the bastards come.

      Then a man gets out from the first vehicle. I hear Saoirse gasp as her fingers tighten around my hand.

      I glance at her in alarm, but her eyes are fixed on the man in the distance.

      “It’s Tristan,” she whispers. “He came.”
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      “Cillian O’Sullivan!” Tristan screams from the courtyard.

      I feel my heart racing suddenly. Which is ironic really, because the rest of me is frozen in place.

      I’m numb and fearful in a way I haven’t been for a few days now.

      I can practically feel the rage radiating off Tristan. He’s far away, but he seems larger than life somehow. Everything about him is threatening.

      Can he see me?

      He can’t, right?

      Why does it feel that he can?

      Then I remember: his eyes have been on me since I was a teenager. He’s been watching me my entire life.

      Why did I think that would just stop because I’d managed to find Cillian again?

      “That’s him?” Cillian asks. “Your… That’s Tristan?”

      He can’t bring himself to use the word “husband,” and I’m glad about that. I don’t want that awful word to strangle me where I stand.

      “Cillian O’Sullivan!”

      I cringe as Tristan screams the second time. I feel like I’m in The Iliad, where Achilles arrives at the castle walls and demands to speak to Prince Hector. In the story, he stands outside, all alone, and screams Hector’s name again and again until the prince is compelled to come outside and engage in a fight to the death.

      Spoiler alert: Achilles wins.

      Then he ties Prince Hector’s dead body to his chariot and rides off into the sunset.

      I’m sure Tristan would appreciate the narrative.

      A third roar: “Cillian fucking O’Sullivan!”

      Cillian rolls his eyes at the theatrics and throws open the window.

      He manages to push me off to the side in the same breath so that I’m not in Tristan’s line of sight. He acts casual about it, but I know he’s just trying to shield me for as long as possible.

      In this case, I appreciate the gesture.

      “Is this the part where you ask me to let down my golden hair?” Cillian calls back, his voice carrying through the entire courtyard.

      I’m still partly able to see Tristan.

      I can’t see his face clearly, but I notice him tensing. He doesn’t like to be laughed at. Can’t stand being mocked.

      “You have something that belongs to me,” Tristan growls.

      A jolt of fury snakes through me like a lightning bolt.

      “Don’t think so,” Cillian replies. “You’ve got the wrong Cillian.”

      I can’t help thinking about The Iliad again. Except this time, I’m thinking of Menelaus and Paris.

      Two men who wanted the same woman. The difference was that Paris really loved Helen.

      Menelaus, on the other hand, just wanted to quell the laughter of men who thought he couldn’t hold onto his own wife.

      “If you send her out to me now, maybe I’ll spare her life when we’ve finished slaughtering your men,” Tristan says. “Otherwise, it’s going to be a slow and painful death for my little whore. You, on the other hand, are a lost cause, I’m afraid.”

      I can see the anger flit across Cillian’s eyes, but on the surface, he looks calm.

      “Don’t worry, though,” Tristan continues. “I’ll keep you alive long enough to watch her die.”

      “I’ve always heard you were a gentleman,” Cillian calls down. “But you’re really outdoing yourself here.”

      “Quit fucking bantering and come fight me like a man.”

      I grab Cillian’s arm. “Please don’t go out there,” I beg.

      “Saoirse…” Cillian sighs in a tone that tells me he’s already made up his mind.

      “No! He’ll kill you.”

      I see a flicker of anger in his eyes. “Do you really think I can’t take him?”

      “Of course not,” I snap. “But he’s got so many men…”

      “I’m not going out there alone, Saoirse. I have my men.”

      “You’ll be exposed.”

      “So are they.”

      “I don’t give a fuck about them,” I snarl.

      He smiles and brushes my cheek with the back of his hand. “If we don’t engage with them, they’ll force us to. Better to take them on our own terms.”

      “Cillian—”

      “There are civilians in here, Saoirse,” he reminds me. “Mary and Matilda and the kitchen staff and the rest. And you. We can’t let them breach the walls. If they do, every one of you is at risk. We’ve got to take the fight out there.”

      I shake my head, but before I can say a word, Tristan interrupts.

      “If you think you can wait us out, you’re wrong,” Tristan yells. “We came prepared. We’ve got enough explosives to turn this ugly castle into a pile of fucking rubble. I’m gonna give you until the count of ten. And then we’re gonna start detonating.”

      My hands ball into fists as anger replaces the fear.

      I’ve given him so much power over the years. But maybe I need to look at him objectively, through the eyes of a stronger woman. A woman who’s trying her damndest to be brave.

      I step closer to the window and notice Tristan’s eyes narrow as he catches sight of me, stalling his countdown for the time being.

      He’s just a man.

      An ordinary man.

      And he bleeds, same as they all do.

      My fingers grip the gun in my hand a little tighter, and in that moment, a part of me truly believes I’ll be able to pull the trigger if I were standing right in front of him now.

      “Is that my whore of a wife I see?” Tristan bellows.

      Before Cillian can answer, I push myself all the way into the window frame and stare down at the courtyard.

      Cillian tenses immediately, his hand reaching out in an attempt to either shield me or pull me back.

      Then he stops himself abruptly, and drops his hand.

      When this is all over…

      If we win…

      If Cillian and I can salvage some sort of future together after the battle is done…

      I have to remember to tell him how much that gesture means to me.

      That he let me stand on my own when it mattered the most.

      But for now, I’ve got something to say to the asshole standing outside my window. “I’m not your wife, Tristan!” I tell him, loud enough so that my voice echoes too. “I never was.”

      His lips bull back to reveal his bared teeth. “I think you’ll find the Republic of Ireland disagrees.”

      I laugh, mostly because I know that it’ll piss him off to see me cackle in his face.

      “A real man doesn’t need a piece of paper to claim ownership of his wife, Tristan,” I tell him. “You never got that, did you? You can control me, force yourself on me, beat me… That doesn’t make me your wife. It makes me your prisoner.”

      “Call yourself whatever you want,” Tristan rumbles, still loud enough for me to hear. “At the end of the day, you’re still mine.”

      “I belong only to the man I give myself to,” I tell him. “And I never gave myself to you.”

      I’ve known him long enough to be able to tell when he’s starting to lose it. His face seems to cave in on itself. His eyes get smaller, beadier. Even his coloring changes.

      He looks darker somehow. Like an oncoming storm roiling on the horizon.

      “You’re going to regret this, you fucking slut!” he roars. “Maybe I’ll kill the boy first and make you watch.”

      Cillian’s hand wraps around my wrist and gently, he pulls me closer to him. I’m pretty certain that Tristan can see us together now, but I can’t be sure. Nor do I give a fuck.

      Then Cillian steps up to the window again. “You have no one but yourself to blame, Tristan,” he says. “You couldn’t make her happy. So she found someone who could.”

      “Come down here, you little fucker,” Tristan thunders, “and say that to my face!”

      Cillian glances at me. “That’s my cue.”

      “No!” I plead, grabbing his hand.

      He’s already got one foot on the short staircase that leads down to the main door. “Saoirse, stop. You know I have to do this.”

      I shake my head, trying to keep the tears from falling. I need to be strong for him.

      “TEN!” Tristan’s voice booms into the castle through the cracked-open window.

      I’m faltering, but in this moment, I’d give anything to keep him in here with me. Behind these walls. All mine and intact. Safe and whole and loving me.

      “I know… I just…”

      He takes a step toward me and rests his forehead against mine.

      His men are amassing by the main doors, ready to accompany him out there. It’s little comfort to me. They’re evenly matched at the moment, but how long will it stay that way?

      “NINE!”

      I have no faith that Tristan will fight fair, either. He’s a dirty, rotten bastard to the core, and he’s brought a crew of dirty, rotten bastards with him.

      “Hey,” Cillian says, pulling me from my thoughts. “Saoirse.”

      “What?”

      “EIGHT!”

      “I’m coming back,” he says. “This isn’t like the last time.”

      “You can’t make me that promise.”

      “SEVEN!”

      “I can and I will and I am. I didn’t come back from the dead to die at the hands of that putz out there,” he says with complete confidence. “And I didn’t find you after thirteen fucking years just to lose you all over again.”

      “SIX!”

      I breathe in those words, trying to believe them. Trying to put all my faith in them.

      “Okay?” he asks softly.

      “Okay.”

      “FIVE!”

      He presses his lips to mine.

      The world fades out for a moment. There’s only Cillian and me.

      “FOUR! THREE! TWO!”

      And then he releases me all at once.

      I grab onto the thin wooden railing to stop from tumbling over. He gives the signal to his men to open the castle doors.

      “ONE!”

      Cillian turns to his brother and clasps his hand.

      “Kian, I know you want to join me out there,” he says gently. “But if they breach the walls, I want you here defending everyone who can’t defend themselves.”

      Kian sighs. “Look at you, manipulating me under the guise of heroism.”

      “Good man,” Cillian says with a wild grin, before leaning in slightly to whisper something in Kian’s ear.

      I’m too close not to hear it, though.

      Protect Saoirse.

      “Maybe I’ll protect Kian,” I interject defensively.

      Cillian looks back over his shoulder. He gives me another lopsided grin that might have made me swoon if the circumstances were different.

      Then he walks towards the door. I turn my attention to the window.

      Tristan’s no longer looking up here. His focus is on the door straight ahead.

      He’s got two guns in his hands, but for the moment, they’re both aimed at the ground.

      A moment later, Cillian strides forward into my line of sight.

      He’s out in front, of course, refusing to hide behind anyone. His men are arranged in a loose triangle formation on either side of him. Everyone looks well-armed and well-protected, but the same can be said about Tristan and his men.

      Kian comes up to stand beside me.

      Slowly, he pulls the window open all the way and settles himself right in front of it.

      I notice he’s got two guns in either hand and a few back-ups right behind him.

      I’d been determined to help this morning, but now, staring at the gun in my hand, I can’t help feeling that it was naïve on my part.

      Could I pull the trigger if it mattered? Could I kill for the man I love?

      What if I miss? What if I fail? What if I hurt someone innocent?

      I know what that did to Sean when he hit my father all those years ago. It ruined him from the inside out.

      Could I survive the guilt?

      Could I—

      “Hey,” Kian interrupts, resting his fingertips on my forearm. “Relax. You’ve got to stay calm.”

      “You’re not even looking at me.”

      “I don’t need to,” he replies. “I can sense your nerves from here. It’s distracting.”

      “How are you so calm?”

      “Practice.” He doesn’t take his eyes off the men down in the courtyard.

      I glance around, realizing that there are only two other men on the opposite side of the wall. Both are hunched over the window in the same way Kian is. Both have already taken aim.

      That means that Cillian is out there with ten men.

      I do a quick count of the Kinahans. There’s twelve in total, including Tristan.

      “We can win this, can’t we, Kian?” I ask.

      “Fuck yeah, we can,” he says. “Preferably before the rest of the cavalry shows up.”

      “Ours or theirs?” I ask, realizing belatedly that I’ve already started assimilating myself with the O’Sullivan clan.

      “Either. Both.”

      I watch as Tristan’s mouth moves. But this time, he’s talking to Cillian alone. I have no idea what he’s saying and it’s driving me crazy.

      I lean in a little closer as if that’ll help. Maybe that’s why I miss the gunshot that rings through the air.

      I gasp and jump back as though someone has fired straight at me.

      When I look back down to the courtyard, it’s clear that chaos has unleashed.

      With my heart in my throat, I search for Cillian.

      The men are all embroiled in little pockets of fighting. And now that their formations have broken and they’re all mixed in together, it looks as though their number has doubled.

      Where is Cillian?

      And then I see him, embroiled in a fight with Tristan.

      My free hand clutches at the window pane and my nails dig into the aged wood.

      Cillian is taller, learner, younger.

      Tristan is broader, bulkier, older.

      One has the advantage of speed. The other has the advantage of strength.

      I’ve taken a few of Tristan’s punches. I know how powerful they are. I know that he can make your eye swell up to twice its size with just one hit.

      I had to take two weeks of leave from work that month. And even at the end of those two weeks, the swelling and discoloration remained obvious. Or at least, obvious to everyone except those who would have been inconvenienced by the truth.

      Tristan lunges forward and I shriek, but Cillian manages to sidestep the hit. He pivots around and lands a punch to Tristan’s stomach.

      My husband’s face seems to deflate for a moment. The wrinkles from years of hard drinking ripple across his forehead. The skin along his jaw sags just a little, and his eyes are two tiny slits of fury.

      He’s a forty-eight-year old man now, and it shows.

      Cillian’s fighting style is lithe, quick, graceful. Once I’ve calmed down slightly, I realize that he actually looks like he’s having fun.

      It’s enough to make me hopeful.

      More gunshots go off down below. But the only ones I’m paying attention to are the ones being fired from up here, inside the castle.

      Kian’s taken down two of the Kinahan men with expert marksmanship. The other sharpshooters have bagged one each.

      “Saoirse.”

      I don’t take my eyes off Cillian.

      “Saoirse!”

      I startle and turn to Kian.

      “You know that gun’s not just for show, right?” he prods.

      I look down at my right hand and realize I’m still holding it. It’s odd that it now feels lighter somehow.

      “I… I… what if I shoot the wrong person?” I ask.

      “My advice would be, don’t.”

      He misses the annoyed glare I send his way.

      He shoots again. Another Kinahan man falls to the ground.

      Down below us, Cillian throws another punch and Tristan falls back onto the hard stone of the courtyard. He’s bleeding from his nose and mouth now.

      And he looks absolutely fucking furious.

      The ranks have dwindled thanks to Kian’s sniping and the other O’Sullivan men on the ground.

      It’s just Tristan now and his two remaining men.

      They make a lonely trio against Cillian and the seven of his troops still standing.

      BANG.

      BANG.

      The last two Kinahans go down.

      It all feels so easy that I can’t believe it’s really happening. Tristan is on his back, looking up at Cillian, who rises above him like an angel of death.

      I hold my breath.

      Even from here, I can see Tristan clear as day. His face drenched in blood. Eyes bright with rage and fear.

      Cillian raises his gun to finish things off. It catches the light and flashes once, like the world winking.

      Finger on the trigger. Almost there. My nightmare is almost over.

      But before he can fire, several large jeeps roar into the courtyard. Armed men stick out of the windows, spraying bullets indiscriminately.

      “No,” Kian breathes. “No!”

      The cavalry is here.

      It’s not the cavalry we’ve been hoping for.
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      I will myself to breathe as I weigh the odds in my head.

      Cillian stands there with seven men at his back.

      Seven tired men, some of whom have sustained injuries in the last fight.

      And now Tristan has a small army in support as the jeeps grind to a halt, dust rising around them in swirling columns.

      How many men in total?

      Twenty? Thirty?

      Oh God… This can’t be how it ends.

      Kian stands up and turns to me. He’s resigned to what comes next. Determined to stare it down.

      “I’ve got to go out there, Saoirse.”

      I shake my head, but he cuts me off before I can even speak. “Cillian is gonna need every man,” he tells me. “I’m not leaving him out there alone.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      “No,” he says firmly. “I’m sorry, Saoirse. You don’t have the experience. And you don’t want Cillian distracted, either. Please stay. Do what you can from here.”

      He walks down the short staircase. I’m impressed how quickly he manages it. I know his leg must be killing him, but he gives no indication that it does.

      The two men on the opposite window join Kian at the main doors. Just before he disappears through it, the youngest O’Sullivan brother looks up at me.

      “Saoirse,” he says, “you’ve got to save yourself. That’s what Cillian would want. There’s a back entrance into the castle through the kitchens. Go there and get the fuck away from this place as quickly as possible.”

      “Kian—”

      “Do it for Cillian,” he interrupts.

      And then he’s gone.

      I stand there, trying to come to terms with the decision he’s just handed to me. Do I stay or do I run?

      My feet feel like they’ve fused with the stone under my feet. I can’t hear anything from the courtyard, but I know it’s only a matter of time before the gunfire starts up again.

      I close my eyes for a moment, trying to shut down the conflict raging in my head.

      Is it even possible for me to leave?

      Can I live with that choice?

      I turn slowly to the window and stare at the massive group of Kinahan men amassing around Tristan. He’s bleeding badly, soaking his shirt in crimson.

      He limps back slowly, taking cover between the fresh crop of reinforcements that have just arrived.

      A part of me—the part that’s not completely terrified for Cillian—feels a twinge of satisfaction to see him try to back away from the thick of the oncoming fight.

      He was and is a coward.

      His strength, his power, his control... It was all imagined. All a farce that he constructed when I was young enough to believe I had no choice other than the devil’s deal he offered me.

      The Kinahan men form a long line in front of Cillian. A shiver runs through me at the sight of them. They look like a firing squad.

      I realize that the moment they open fire, that’s exactly what they’ll be.

      They’re armed with automatic weapons and emotionless expressions. They’re not interested in hand-to-hand combat.

      Tristan had a point to prove.

      He wanted to assert dominance. He wanted to beat Cillian. He wanted to force me back to him.

      But these men? They’re not looking for a fight.

      They’re here to exterminate.

      I watch as Kian limps out to stand beside his brother. Despite his obvious injury, he cuts an impressive figure. Both of them do.

      Cillian’s neck twitches to the side when Kian takes up his position. I can tell from the tense line of his spine that he’s not happy.

      He glances back over his shoulder to the window I’m standing in front of.

      It’s only for a moment, but I know he’s searching for me.

      I also know that he hasn’t seen me. The angry hunch of his shoulders screams “frustration” when he turns back to the enemy.

      I’m relieved that the Kinahan haven’t attacked yet. But I can’t help wondering why.

      They’ve got Cillian and his men outnumbered. Why are they—

      And then I get my answer.

      The line of black-clad Kinahan soldiers parts slightly. A man emerges from between them.

      It takes a moment for me to place him. He has a face I know I’ve seen before, but can’t immediately recognize.

      The way he walks is odd. Like a robot trying to mimic human movement.

      The eyes aren’t anything close to human, though—they’re fucking murderous. Devoid of anything but bloodlust and wrath.

      And then it hits me.

      There’s only one man who could nurse a grudge so deep that he’d rise from the dead to exact revenge for it.

      “Brody Murtagh,” I breathe, feeling some of the life leave my body.

      My fingers tighten around the gun. I’m not powerless here. My choices aren’t limited to running away or staying here and hiding.

      I have one more choice.

      I can fight.

      I might die. Hell, I probably will. But if I can help Cillian live a few minutes longer, maybe I can count that as a victory.

      The thought is macabre, but I feel a sense of peace now that I’ve made up my mind. It feels good to make a decision that’s completely my own.

      And instinctively, I know it’s the right one.

      I watch as they talk, but unlike with Tristan, I don’t care what they’re saying to one another.

      It doesn’t matter in the grand scheme of things.

      I crouch low against the windowsill so that only my forehead can be seen if someone looks really closely.

      Then I raise my gun and take aim.

      The fact that I’ve never held or shot a gun before seems unimportant now. I’m so calm that it’s almost unsettling. But it’s also making me feel like I can do this.

      I have a clean shot at Murtagh.

      I only need to pull the trigger.

      One bullet and he’ll be gone. Cillian will be a little safer and maybe, just maybe, that will buy us enough time to think of a way out of here.

      I open both eyes and keep my finger poised over the trigger.

      I take a deep breath.

      Point. Aim. Shoot.

      I can hear my own heartbeat. It pounds in my ears, making me conscious of the fact that I’m about to condemn another human being to death.

      He’s a monster. He deserves to die.

      But even I’m aware this is not about Brody Murtagh.

      This is about me. And the lengths I’m willing to go to protect Cillian.

      That’s all the answer I need. That’s all that I care about anymore.

      I’m about to squeeze the trigger when Kian shifts his weight to the side. It creates a sort of domino effect that ends with Cillian taking a step to the left…

      Blocking my line of sight to Murtagh.

      Disappointment pools in my gut as I lower the gun.

      The five seconds it took me to steel my resolve has cost me the kill shot.

      Fuck.

      Fuck.

      Fu—

      “Saoirse.”

      I gasp, whirl around, and freeze.

      Before I can recover, the man who came up right behind me plucks the gun from my hand and switches the safety on.

      I stare at him with my heart beating erratically.

      I’ve never seen him before.

      Dark hair. Dark eyes. Tall and broad-shouldered. Features that are dusky, dangerous, brooding.

      He looks scary as fuck.

      And yet, his eyes aren’t as threatening as the rest of him.

      He’s looking at me as though he means me no harm, but I don’t believe that shit for a fucking second.

      “How did you get in?” I whisper.

      “We took a secret passage through the kitchen,” he tells me.

      We?

      I look past him at the massive group of men filling up the space in front of the closed doors.

      My heart sinks all over again.

      How many now?

      There looks to be at least another thirty or so men. Whatever chance we might’ve had of survival has gone up in a puff of smoke.

      “Kill me,” I say, looking back at the dark stranger.

      He raises his eyebrows. “Excuse me?” he asks, almost politely.

      “I’m serious,” I say. “If you’re here to take me back to Tristan, I’d rather be dead.”

      He smiles.

      Sick fucking bastard. He’s enjoying this shit.

      “If you don’t, I’ll find a way to do it myself,” I threaten him. As though he even cares how I die.

      “I don’t want you dead, Saoirse,” he laughs.

      I frown. “Wait—ow do you know my name?”

      “Cillian talks about you a lot.”

      “I… What?”

      He smiles, twists the gun around butt-first, and hands it back to me.

      “I’m Artem Kovalyov,” he says by way of introduction. “It’s nice to finally meet you.”
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      I was so close.

      So fucking close.

      Two minutes ago, I had Tristan Rearden on the ground with my gun in his face. Seconds away from ending the miserable bastard’s life the way he deserved—dying in the dirt like a worm.

      But the sound of tires halted me in my tracks.

      And everything after that happened so fast.

      The trucks came rolling in. Gunfire forcing my men and me back against the courtyard wall.

      The outpouring of Kinahan soldiers from within the vehicles. Line after line of them.

      Whatever slim advantage we might’ve had vanished in an instant.

      We’re impossibly outnumbered now. Hemmed in with nowhere to run and no chance at blasting our way out of here.

      Tristan looks smug as he clambers to his feet and lumbers backwards. Blood, spit, and sweat drip from his busted lips and broken nose. The ranks of newly arriving soldiers swallow him up.

      I growl and tighten my grip on my gun. He’s starting to realize that he severely underestimated me.

      Honestly, I’d be insulted if I weren’t so amused.

      He must have thought his bulkier form was an advantage. But not the way I fight. Not the way I move.

      I step back slowly, keeping my shoulders squared to the horde of Kinahans. My men flank me on either side. They have no fear—they’ve been trained better than that.

      But I’m sure they know that things don’t look good.

      I wait for someone to step forward and say something—Tristan or whichever asshole is leading this merry band of fuckers.

      Fifty or more guns stare right at us.

      No one says a word, though.

      Dread settles over me. Not for myself.

      For my men.

      For Kian.

      For Saoirse.

      “Doesn’t look good, don,” one of the men says from behind me.

      “I won’t blame any of you for surrendering or leaving,” I announce. I’m not going to ask them to fight a battle I know we can’t win.

      “Come on, boss. No one’s going anywhere.”

      I look around at my men and I actually find myself smiling. “Today’s as good a day as any to die, eh?”

      They nod, their answering smiles dark and resigned. Not a single man flinches.

      This is why an O’Sullivan man is worth twenty of the bastards across from us. Because my men have always been brave and loyal to a fault.

      Sure, there’ve been a couple of bad apples along the way. Like Rory, for example. A truth that still stings.

      But our track record is damn near perfect.

      “If this is it,” I say, “I’m honored to die alongside you lot.”

      A collective murmur of agreement rises in the air. I turn back to the death squad standing in front of us.

      We don’t have a fucking prayer. Which is probably why the Kinahans don’t seem in a hurry to start the fight.

      They’re the types who want to play with their food before they eat.

      If that’s the case, they’ll find that I’m poison.

      I hear movement behind me, the scraping scratch of one dragging foot. I glance to the side and spot Kian, stepping into place by my side.

      “Are you fucking serious?” I growl, giving him some major side eye.

      He gives me a noncommittal shrug. “You need all the help you can get.”

      I can’t help but glance back towards the window where I left Saoirse. I only allow myself two seconds to look and in that time, I don’t manage to spot her.

      “You’re just gonna die with the rest of us,” I hiss.

      Kian smiles. “Always wanted a glorious death.”

      “What’s glorious about this?” I demand.

      “Fighting alongside my big brother is as glorious as it gets.”

      “Jesus,” I say, shaking my head. “You’re a big fucking softie.”

      “Wonder where I get it from,” he drawls.

      I almost smile. Then I notice the line in front of us start to part slowly to allow someone to pass through.

      “Who is this?” I whisper under my breath.

      The man that emerges from behind the Kinahan line is almost as tall as I am, but he’s slightly hunched so he appears shorter.

      He’s bulky on top, but his narrow waist and tapered legs make him look almost comical. All top-heavy. Hulking.

      And fucking grotesque.

      Half his face is melted, disjointed, and frozen in place. Like someone smashed it to bits and rearranged it again with a blindfold on.

      “Fuck me,” Kian wheezes, his eyes going wide.

      “Do we know this guy?” I ask.

      Kian looks at me in shock. Maybe the expression in his eyes is what makes me realize that I do know this guy.

      Of course I do.

      “Brody fucking Murtagh,” I whisper.

      The boy—though he’s a man now, I suppose—walks forward until he’s standing just a few feet away. His dark eyes run over me as though the very fact that I’m standing straight makes him resentful.

      It appears the rumors are true.

      Brian Murtagh has sculpted the broken remnants of his son into a monster.

      “Cillian O’Sullivan,” Brody says, breaking the pregnant silence. His voice is as hideous as the rest of him. Like dragging shattered glass over concrete.

      “Brody, mate,” I say casually. “Long time no see. How’ve you been?”

      Kian glances at me as though I’ve gone mad. But I can’t help it. I was never one for gravitas. Especially in situations that call for it.

      Always feels a bit too heavy-handed.

      “You stole years of my life,” he growls, ignoring my chipper question. “And when I did finally wake up, I couldn’t walk or stand or talk.”

      I nod sympathetically. “Given that you never had much worthwhile to say, I’d say I did all the people around you a favor.”

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Kian hisses quietly to me.

      Brody’s face darkens, twists. He definitely can’t fight. He may have gained his wits back. But the capabilities of his physical body are limited.

      Which means he’s only here to give orders.

      He’s here to watch me die.

      “You’re going to die today, Cillian O’Sullivan,” snarls Brody. “You and every single man and woman who fights for you.”

      “I’m flattered you came all the way down here to tell me that.”

      He laughs. At least, I think it’s a laugh. But it’s even worse than his speaking voice. The same broken glass quality, but this time like it’s been chucked in a blender and cranked to high. Makes my fucking skin crawl.

      “Is it true? You came back to Ireland for her?”

      “I came back for my family,” I correct.

      He smiles, but the effect on his half-melted face makes it look more like a grimace.

      “I was surprised to learn that one of our men married the bitch,” he says. “I always knew she’d come in handy one day.”

      “I bet she will. Could help you get stuff off the low shelf, for example, you broke-backed motherfucker.”

      He laughs again and I immediately regret the joke because fuck me that is a godawful sound.

      “Once I’ve killed all your men and dragged her down here, you can watch,” he promises me. “You can watch as I fuck her. And when I’m done with her, Tristan can fuck her. And when he’s done, I’ll hand her over to every single man standing behind me now.”

      I feel sick to my stomach. Sweating with fury and adrenaline.

      But it’s not time to strike.

      Not yet.

      “You can watch it all,” he continues. “And while she’s screaming and begging and pleading for it to stop, you’re going to wish that you just let me fuck her thirteen years ago. It’s time you learned your place.”

      Hot, black rage courses through my veins, and I genuinely feel like I can take them all on single-handedly if it means saving Saoirse from the fate he’s describing.

      “I asked her to leave,” Kian whispers to me again. “She’s probably already gone.”

      I know he’s trying to comfort me. But I also know Saoirse.

      She’d never leave.

      I can still feel her presence up behind that window, watching this all unfold, completely oblivious to the fate that awaits her if we lose.

      Or maybe not oblivious. Maybe she just doesn’t care anymore.

      But I still care. Especially because “when we lose” is seeming a lot more apt than “if we lose.”

      I won’t give up just yet, though.  Not when I know what’s at stake.

      I have to win.

      Somehow.

      Somehow.

      “Well, come on then, Brody. Let’s settle this like men. Rock-paper-scissors?”

      “You’re not as funny as you think you are, O’Sullivan.”

      I sigh and let my hand fall by my side. “No one ever wants to settle anything with rock-paper-scissors,” I say sadly. “Big waste of effort to do things the hard way, if you ask me. But fine, fine—have it your way. Fight to the death it is. Boring, but whatever. I just hope it goes better than last time we did this.”

      He narrows his eyes and shakes his head. “I don’t make deals with dead men,” he intones. “I’m just here to watch the show.”

      He turns and starts walking back to his men, but he makes sure to give his instructions loud enough for us to hear.

      “Kill everyone. But leave Cillian and the girl alive. I want to give them a show when it’s done.”

      I glance to either side of me as my men get closer. “Let’s go down fighting, my brothers,” I snarl.

      Just as we raise our guns, however, something drops in the empty space between us and the Kinahan troops.

      What the—

      “Is that a smoke bomb?” Kian asks incredulously.

      And right on cue, the bomb detonates with a soft pop, so quiet it’s almost cute. Smoke billows up into the space between us—a massive, noxious curtain of it that obscures us from the Kinahan.

      Then we’re engulfed by men pouring out from the castle doors. I brace for the unexpected assault, ready to die before I even had the chance to pull the trigger.

      But oddly enough, these masked men seem to form a shield wall around us.

      Like they’re… protecting us.

      I turn to take a good look at the armed men in full riot gear. They’re definitely not O’Sullivan troops.

      But they are very fucking familiar.

      I stare at the tall figure who materializes in front of me. “Jesus fucking Christ,” I whisper.

      Artem laughs. “Not quite. But I can see why you’d make that mistake.”
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      “So, nothing’s going on in your part of the world, eh?” Artem drawls.

      “That’s not exactly what I said,” I argue. “How the fuck are you even here?”

      “Really? You wanna have a little catch-up chat in the middle of a fucking battle?”

      “Fair point. Let’s kill these fuckers and then talk. Me first.”

      A few of the Kinahans have clearly been instructed to run through the smoke to try and get to us. Clearly, they assume that the smoke is merely a diversion for us to escape.

      So a few of them look fucking shell-shocked when they pass through the smoke to see a whole army still waiting for them on the other side.

      The smoke’s clearing now, though. No more waiting. Time to act.

      I spot Brody Murtagh.

      He’s standing on the runner board of one of the jeeps, his head raised above the roof so that he can see past the ranks of his own men.

      He’s well-protected, ensconced behind a group of armed guards.

      But I notice the uncertain glint in his eye as he realizes that the playing field is now far more even.

      I charge forward, letting my bullets fly free through the air. I kill three Kinahan men before reaching their broken defense line.

      I’ve already lost track of Artem, not to mention Kian. But now that I’ve got eyes on Murtagh, I don’t want to let him slip through my fingers.

      If I kill this motherfucker once and for all, I defang the snake.

      And the Kinahan mafia will be left flailing once again.

      Two Kinahan fuckers approach me. One fires while the second tries a more personal approach. I manage to dodge the bullet and somersault over the second one before he lands a punch.

      I twist around long enough to fire two bullets at both of them before tearing forward, straight for Brody’s jeep.

      And then something catches my eye.

      Or rather, someone catches my eye.

      Tristan is trying desperately to avoid being seen as he ducks behind one of the other jeeps.

      Except that he’s one lonely man who doesn’t seem keen on the fight. That makes him stick out like a sore thumb.

      I glance towards Brody’s jeep, weighing my options, and then I make an executive decision.

      Tristan dies first.

      Brody can wait his turn.

      Decision made, I change trajectory and sprint for the jeep behind which Tristan is hiding.

      Even as I approach, I can see him desperately loading up his gun.

      The moment I turn the corner, he raises the gun and fires predictably. I jump forward and land on my side on the ground with my arms raised.

      As I go, I fire twice. The first bullet misses, but the second one buries itself in his thigh.

      I bound back to my feet instantly and spring forward, feeling satisfaction surging in my veins.

      Tristan tries to raise his gun despite the pain crippling him, but I get to him before he can level it at me.

      I step on the offending hand as hard as I can. Bones crack under my boot. While he screams, I kick his gun away.

      “Were you going somewhere?” I ask casually.

      I can hear the chaos raging behind me. Gunshots, screams, grunts of exertion, and moans of pain. It’s all white noise to me now. My full attention is on the pathetic worm at my feet.

      “Fuck you, motherfucker,” he hurls at me.

      Because really, what else does he have? He can only hope to fling a few weak insults my way.

      “Any last words?” I ask.

      “Brody will fucking kill you.”

      I smile. “He’s welcome to try. But I think you’ll find I’m like a cat. Got nine lives. I’ve used a few already, but I have plenty left to spare.”

      “It won’t matter,” he snarls, looking at me with eyes that betray his fear.

      He can see his death in my face and he knows there’s no escape now.

      “I’m under her skin and in her head,” Tristan continues. “I’m watching her. I’ve always been watching her and I always will be.”

      “The dead don’t see.”

      “I will live on,” he insists. “I’m inside Saoirse. She’ll never be able to truly be happy with you. I’ve imprinted myself in her fucking skin.”

      “You’re right,” I concede, squatting to the ground in front of him and putting my gun down for a moment.

      He eyes it warily, but he doesn’t make a move towards it. At least he’s smart enough to know that that would be pointless.

      “I’ve seen her scars,” I tell him, pulling out the knife I keep concealed in my boot. “I’ve seen every single fucking scar you’ve inflicted on that perfect body of hers.”

      His eyes go wide, locked on the blade dancing between my fingers.

      “And unfortunately for you, I’ve always believed in poetic justice,” I inform him in a level voice at the same time that I seize his forearm and slice it from wrist to elbow.

      He screams and tries to pull away, but he’s too fucking weak. Blood is getting everywhere, muddying the dirt.

      But I’m far from done.

      “The harder you struggle, the worse it’s going to be,” I soothe. “Just relax. Accept it.”

      I continue to slice across his body, mimicking the scars and wounds I’d seen on Saoirse’s body.

      “This is my love letter to Saoirse,” I tell him, as he continues to scream and yell and squirm beneath my knee on his chest. “I’m a romantic at heart. Not many people know that about me.”

      By the time I get to his stomach, he’s a blubbering mess and the light is starting to fade from his eyes.

      The angry, confident man who’d boomed my name in the courtyard a scant while ago has all but disappeared.

      What I have before me is a dead man breathing.

      “There,” I say, rising to my feet and taking a step back. “My finest work yet.”

      I can only see the whites of his wide eyes as he watches me back away from him.

      “Ki… kill me…” he begs.

      “I already have,” I tell him. “I’d guess you’ve got no more than ten minutes. But that’s a gift, my friend. That’s ten minutes you can use to think about Saoirse and all the evil shit you did to that girl. And as for Saoirse, don’t worry about her in the slightest. I plan on fucking your memory right out of her. In fact… I’ve already started the healing process.”

      I spit on the writhing motherfucker.

      “She screamed my name the last time she came,” I continue, relishing the expression on his bloodied face. “So I think she’s making real progress.”

      Then I turn and walk away from him.

      Better that he dies on his own.

      Do I feel guilty? Remorseful? Squeamish?

      Fuck no.

      I feel fucking alive.

      And there’s no reason to waste that feeling. Which is why I start scanning the war zone for the other man of the hour.

      Brody fucking Murtagh.

      I don’t have to look long to locate him. He’s the most heavily-guarded, the one starting to realize that he might very well lose this particular battle.

      As I hunt, he gets into the vehicle with a handful of his men.

      He’s trying to escape. And no one has realized it but me.

      I make another executive decision.

      There’s no fucking way I’m letting the man behind all this shit flee. If he lives, this will continue. We’ll be locked in a never-ending cycle until either I’m dead or he is.

      And I don’t plan on dying anytime soon.

      Time for action, then.

      I run forward and aim at the tires of Brody’s getaway jeep. Then I start firing.

      I keep firing even when my bullets meet their target. I don’t stop until the jeep has skidded to a complete stop.

      I notice a few Kovalyov men who’ve just finished gutting a couple of Kinahans and I signal them over. They fall in behind me instantly as they reload their guns.

      The Kinahan security detail exits the lifeless vehicle and runs screaming for the hills—only to be gunned down in their tracks by my impromptu firing squad.

      But Brody stays inside in his protective cocoon.

      “What’s the matter, Brody?” I ask, raising my voice to make sure all his men can hear. “What’re you doing hiding in there? It’s easy to talk big when you’ve got numbers on your side, huh? Because you’re awfully quiet now that the field is level.”

      I can feel someone move forward to my side. I don’t have to glance his way to know it’s Artem.

      The fight is all but over.

      We’ve almost won.

      “Where’s Kian?” I ask, realizing that I can’t spot my brother in the small army of men behind Artem and I.

      “Inside,” Artem answers. “He’s unconscious, but he’ll be okay.”

      I have to content myself with that for the time being. I can’t allow myself to get distracted.

      I walk around to the jeep and swing the door wide open. Brody is in the backseat. He’s turned an unattractive shade of purple and he’s looking at me like a caged beast.

      Nowhere to run.

      Nowhere to hide.

      No one to save him.

      I raise my gun and look him right in the eye. “You should’ve stayed dead,” I say with a grim smile.

      Then I pull the trigger.
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      I fasten the silver cufflinks Ma gifted me a few days ago and stare at my reflection in the mirror.

      “Damn,” I say. “I look fucking good.”

      My little brother rolls his eyes. “Shouldn’t I be the one complimenting you?”

      I smile and turn around. “Go right ahead,” I offer, raising my arms to showcase the impeccably tailored black suit I’m wearing.

      Italian-made. Paired with German hand-crafted shoes.

      Or maybe it’s the other way around. Can’t quite remember.

      “You look like the best-dressed waiter in the room,” Kian quips with an evil grin.

      He’s dressed in a navy-blue suit with a razor-thin black tie. His outfit choice is understated, but he looks sharp.

      He also looks better than I’ve ever seen him.

      Probably because, six months after everything that happened at the castle in Crannagogue, all external threats to the clan have been more or less eviscerated.

      Which means that Kian’s had time to heal.

      He no longer walks with a limp. All his wounds have long since scarred over or vanished altogether.

      “Don’t be jealous,” I tell him.

      “Of what?”

      “The fact that I’m clearly the better-looking brother.”

      Kian snorts with laughter. “Yeah, okay, big bro. If you’re gonna drink that Kool-Aid, I can’t help you.”

      “You only just healed up. Don’t make me cripple your ass again.”

      “I’d like to see you try, old man.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “If I weren’t getting married today, I would teach you a lesson in the laws of the universe. Older brothers are undefeated. So if you insist on fighting, the only possible winner is—”

      “Me.”

      Kian and I whirl around at the exact same time.

      The voice that just spoke so eerily familiar that it makes my heart thud unevenly against my chest.

      And the man standing at the door of the dressing room belongs with the dead.

      At first glance, he’s exactly the same as the day he left. It’s only after Sean has fully stepped into the light that I start to notice the differences.

      His features are still brooding. His coloring still dark and hooded.

      But there’s a certain lightness about him as he walks into the room.

      “Jesus,” I breathe. “Sean O’Sullivan, as I live and breathe.”

      “Who else, little brother?” he asks, a smile playing across his lips.

      He’s clean-shaven and the wealth of unruly dark hair he used to have is gone now. He’s shaved it all close to the scalp. It suits him.

      I haven’t been called “little brother” in so fucking long. Hearing him say it makes me realize just how much I’ve missed him.

      He walks right up to me and puts his hands on my shoulders. “You gonna say something?” he asks. “Or do you prefer standing there with your mouth hanging open?”

      “How… I… What the fuck?” I manage to force out.

      I’m completely lost for words.

      Kian’s chuckle is the sound that breaks me out of my trance.

      I glare at him. “Did you have something to do with this?”

      Kian shrugs. “Consider it a wedding present,” he replies. “I’ve spent months trying to locate Sean. And then… I finally managed it. With a little help.”

      I glance between the two of them. “You’re really here,” I say again. “You’re really fucking here.”

      “I’m really here.”

      He pulls me to him in a bear hug and I grab hold of the big brother I thought I’d never see again.

      The moment feels surreal. I never thought we’d be reunited. And certainly not this way.

      The fact that it’s my wedding day only makes it more special.

      When we finally break apart, I shake off the shock. “Do Ma and Da know you’re here?” I ask.

      “Of course,” Sean replies. “I just spoke to both of them before coming up here.”

      “And? How’d that go?”

      Sean’s smile is tight, but not fake. “It went… Well, better than I expected. In many ways, Da’s still the same unbending son of a bitch he always was. But in other smaller, more subtle, practically unnoticeable ways, he’s changed, too.”

      “I’ll take credit for that,” I say immediately, throwing Kian a self-satisfied smirk that I know will annoy him.

      “Asshole,” Kian retorts, but he can’t quite hide his smile.

      He steps forward. The three of us stand together in a loose semi-circle. It’s a sobering moment.

      And the only one missing is—

      “I wish Aoife was here,” Sean says. It’s what I was thinking, too.

      Kian sighs. “I wish I’d met her.”

      I put a hand on his shoulder. “We should have talked about her more. That’s on us. That’s going to change, though. This family has spent too fucking long in the shadows. Time to bring some light in.”

      Kian smiles gratefully. Then we both turn to Sean.

      “So, what have you been up to the last, y’know… fourteen years?” I ask casually.

      He laughs. Then takes a deep breath.

      “Let’s just say… it’s a long story,” he replies. “And I will share it with both of you. Just not today. Today is all about you.”

      “As it should be. As every day should be, really.”

      They both roll their eyes, but before long, we’re all laughing again.

      “I can’t wait for you to meet Saoirse,” I tell him. “I can’t wait for her to meet you.”

      “She’s amazing,” Kian says with complete sincerity. The two of them have become fast friends in the last several months. I might be jealous if I didn’t love them both so fucking much.

      “I mean, she’s way out of Cillian’s league,” Kian continues. “I honestly don’t know why she’s with him.”

      I slug him in the arm. “Well, she wanted the hottest, smartest O’Sullivan brother,” I say, gesturing to myself. “The choice was obvious.”

      “Yeah, sure,” Kian says with a snide smile. “But only because Sean had already left the country and I was ten when you made your move.”

      I narrow my eyes at him and he and Sean burst out laughing.

      It’s amazing to have this. What’s even more amazing is how natural it feels, despite the fact that we’ve never experienced this before.

      It’s been fourteen fucking years.

      We were kids when we parted ways.

      We’re men now.

      But it feels like we’ve slipped into a relationship that has always existed.

      “So,” I say, gripping Sean by the shoulder. Maybe I just want an excuse to touch him. To prove to myself that he’s real. “Are you here alone?”

      Sean gives us both a smile that transforms his face. “Actually… no.”

      Kian and I exchange a glance.

      “Well, doesn’t that smile speak volumes?”

      Sean laughs. “You’ll meet her at the ceremony. She’s downstairs right now with Ma.”

      “Are you gonna tell us how you two met?” I ask.

      “I think I’m going to wait until you meet her first,” Sean says evasively. “Like I said, this day is about you and Saoirse.”

      Before I can respond and tell him what an annoying prick he’s being, the door opens.

      All three of us look up as Da walks in.

      The three of us pivot to face him as he pauses a step inside the doorway. His light eyes glide over all three of us with something almost passing for affection.

      “I never thought I’d see all three of my sons standing together in the same room again,” he says, breaking the silence.

      There’s definitely still some lingering tension—each of us has our own fraught relationship with the man—but it doesn’t burn the air between us the way I might’ve expected.

      Da stares at each of us in turn, long and hard.

      He offers Kian his hand first. The two of them shake solemnly without a word spoken.

      I’m next. I meet my father in the eye and shake his hand. Man to man. O’Sullivan to O’Sullivan. Father to son.

      Last, he turns and offers his hand to Sean. The gesture may look formal, but I understand the significance of it. We all do.

      An open palm, offered in peace. A truce after fourteen years of being at silent, estranged warfare with one another.

      And for once, I don’t make a joke. I let the serious moment stand.

      Sometimes, that’s the right choice.

      “And on that note, I should tell you all that I have decided to retire.”

      Say what you will about the man, but I’ve never thought he had much in the way of comedic timing. Can’t deny it to him now, though—that’s fucking hilarious delivery.

      I raise my eyebrows in shock. So does Kian. The only one who doesn’t look remotely surprised is Sean.

      “Retiring?” I gape at Da. “But why?”

      “I’m going to be sixty-seven soon,” he explains simply. “It’s time I pass the baton, Cillian.”

      I nod numbly, waiting for him to tell me that I need to do my best to be there for Kian.

      “It won’t always be easy. But I know you can do it.”

      It takes me a moment to process his words. “I… you want… you’re passing the baton to me?”

      I turn to Kian immediately. It should be him, shouldn’t it?

      “You’re surprised?” Kian asks, rolling his eyes. “So much false modesty.”

      I’m shaking my head. “No, you’ve got it all twisted. Kian should be—”

      “Sean never wanted to be don,” Da says. “And Kian doesn’t, either. But you do.”

      I’m lost for words.

      “Finally, someone’s managed to shut you up,” Sean laughs. “Definitely an auspicious day.”

      I throw him a glare, but my expression irons out into seriousness. “Da, you can’t be serious?”

      “I am,” he says. “This is right.”

      And that’s that.

      I swallow the lump in my throat and steel myself against the challenges of my future. I’ve got big fucking shoes to fill, but I know I can do it.

      I won’t be alone.

      I have Da and Ma.

      I have Kian.

      Hell, I even have Sean again.

      But most importantly, I have Saoirse.

      Da stops at the threshold on his way out and glances back over his shoulder.

      “You should know that I’m removing the fenced garden out back,” he tells us. “It serves no purpose anymore.”

      I smile as Da walks out of the room.

      “Fuck,” Kian laughs.

      Sean frowns. “What was that?”

      Kian and I exchange a glance. I, for one, am glad that Sean will never see the headstones with our names on it. I’ll probably have to explain it to him at some point. But for now, it’s only important for him to know one thing.

      “I think that was an apology,” I tell him. “I’ll explain later. But right now, I need to go get married.”

      Right on cue, the door opens and Artem sticks his head in.

      “Are you three done with your makeup?” he says impatiently. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

      Grinning like a fucking idiot, I leave my room and head downstairs. Artem falls into step beside me. Technically, he’s the officially-designated best man, even though it feels like I really have three of them today.

      Quinn comes slinking up as we pass through the house. He’s got something in his hands. “For you, sir,” he says simply.

      “Pretty sure gifts are supposed to wait until after the ceremony,” I drawl.

      “This one was earmarked for early delivery, sir.”

      I frown. “Who’s it from?”

      In reply, he just hands it to me and walks away.

      I set the bulky item down and tear away the brown paper wrapping. Inside is a wreath of stunning flowers.

      But it looks different than any of the bouquets I’ve seen yet today. Oddly foreign. Almost like it’s from…

      “Those motherfuckers…” I laugh under my breath. My hands are shaking a little as I open the card that came with the wreath.

      Poncho!!! it reads. A little birdie told us you were getting married today. I’m sorry we can’t be there, but I wanted to send you a gift. Papa says hello. So does Gaspar, even though he’s getting kinda old and fat and lazy. He misses you. We all do. I hope you did whatever you had to do up in Ireland so you can come see us sometime soon. There’s a roast chicken with your name on it if you do (and also the roof needs fixing, so if you could hurry, that would be great!)

      Te quiero mucho (that means I love you very much),

      Carla Amengual de la Cavallería Hernandez

      I set the card down with a goofy smile stretching from ear to ear. “Culín,” I whisper under my breath. “Te quiero mucho, too.”

      I have a feeling she’ll get the message.

      “We really gotta go now,” Artem says from my shoulder. “You can’t be late to your own wedding. Saoirse will murder you.”

      I shudder and tuck Carlita’s card inside my jacket. “God forbid. That woman is terrifying.”
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        * * *

      

      Saoirse is the one who insisted we get married in the O’Sullivan Manor. As always, her choice was right.

      Artem and I make our way to the lower garden that overlooks the lake. There’s a giant canopy arch rippling with flowers.

      It’s the perfect setting. I feel excitement rush through my body.

      This is why I came back to Ireland.

      I came back for the happy ending I’d left behind.

      The guests murmur as I walk past them. A few say hi and others rise to shake my hand.

      Padraig’s seat is in the front row, next to Ma and Da, though it’s empty while he waits for Saoirse in the back. Thankfully, Ma will be situated between the two men, the natural buffer to a relationship that is strained but civil.

      Sean slips into a seat in the row just behind them, next to a beautiful woman with blue-black hair and shimmering, light-green eyes.

      Artem gives his wife a kiss before he joins me under the arch, taking up his position on my left-hand side. Esme clutches little Phoenix’s hand and waves excitedly at me.

      “Doesn’t Uncle Cillian look handsome?” she coos, throwing me a wink.

      Artem snorts. “Not nearly as handsome as Daddy, right?”

      The little boy, who’s just grown out of the drunk walk that precedes confidence, has his father’s dark coloring and heavy features. But he has his mother’s smile and her cheeriness.

      Seeing the three of them together makes me excited for the family Saoirse and I are going to build together.

      Speaking of Saoirse, I haven’t seen her in twenty-four fucking hours.

      Because it’s “bad luck” or some stupid shit like that, apparently. I tried to sneak into her room last night, only to find the door barred from me.

      “Go sleep, Cillian,” Saoirse had laughed from the other side. “You’ll see me tomorrow. I’ll be the girl in the big white dress.”

      It’s the longest I’ve gone without seeing her in over six months. It’s been fucking torture.

      The music starts playing and our small, intimate gathering of guests rise to their feet.

      I notice movement from the side entrance of the house, but I don’t look up until I sense her presence at the far end of the aisle.

      Only then do I look up.

      And when I do…

      She takes my breath away. Quite literally.

      It’s only when she starts walking down the aisle, clutching her father’s arm like she’s scared she’s going to fall over, that I realize I’m not actually breathing. I force myself to inhale before I pass out.

      The dress she’s wearing is simple. It’s an off-the-shoulder, silk-tuille gown in a rich white. The bodice is tight, fitted at the waist by a crystal belt, before flowing out into an A-line skirt that ripples at the slightest hint of movement.

      Her wild red hair dances around her bare shoulders, framing her face, which is thankfully veil-free.

      That was the only request I made of her. “I don’t want you to wear a veil.”

      “But why?” she’d asked.

      “Because I want to see your face clearly—from the moment you start the walk until the moment you reach me. I want to see your eyes.”

      She’d laughed and called me a big softie.

      But she’d agreed.

      Now, as it’s all happening—both exactly the same and wildly different than I ever imagined—she glances up, searching for me.

      Her eyes are rimmed with subtle, skin tone shades of coal and mascara. Her cheeks are blushed with pink coral and her lips are lathered with a neutral beige.

      Elegant, simple, exquisite.

      Just like she is.

      She smiles and my heart contracts tightly against the onslaught of happiness.

      I take a step towards her when she reaches the bottom of the steps. Padraig takes her hand and places it on mine. I give him a smile and pull Saoirse towards me.

      She laughs lightly as I curl my arm around her. I couldn’t possibly be less concerned about the grumpy old priest harrumphing behind me.

      “Cillian,” she giggles with dancing eyes, “we have to say our vows first.”

      “I said my vows fourteen years ago when I first met you.”

      Then I lean down and kiss her possessively as the crowd erupts into applause. I don’t need a priest to proclaim us husband and wife.

      It’s true enough already. It has been for a while now.

      I love Saoirse. And Saoirse loves me.

      I don’t have to hear her say a damn word to know that’s true. All I have to do is look at her.

      It’s in the eyes.
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        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?

      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.
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      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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