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      Quinn

      The only sign that someone else was in the room with me was the subtle scent of cigars. I used to wrinkle my nose at the smell. But that was before.

      Now I’d come to look forward to his toasted almond and coffee scent. Craved it with an intensity that scared and excited me at the same time. I’d never been swept up in my feelings like this before.

      But it seemed when it came to Liam, anything I was before didn’t matter.

      His visits were few and far between. I never knew when he’d next break into my apartment and sit in my ratty old chair in the corner. He never touched me, never moved from his position.

      Now, a sane person would think he was being creepy. But my sanity left the building a long time ago. And my body craved his nearness, had developed an unhealthy addiction to him. I’d never felt so drawn to another person.

      From the first moment I saw him, I knew my life had changed. Some people walked into your life with a force that demanded attention and would linger long after they left. Liam was one of those people.

      It was impossible not to take notice when he walked into a room in one of his black suits that cost more than my car. He always seemed one step away from knocking someone out. And probably was.

      My eyes never opened, my ears straining to hear the slight swish of his clothes whenever he moved. Like I did every night he sat in my chair, I promised myself I’d go see a therapist. Right after getting a new lock for my front door. But for tonight, I ignored the little voice of reason that had been getting quieter and quieter over the last few weeks. Because she craved his visits as much as I did.
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        * * *

      

      My restaurant was my pride and joy. Grazioso opened only five short months ago, but we’d steadily gained a reputation and were booked up every night. And to be able to pay the astronomical rent in San Francisco’s North Beach, I had to be.

      My family owned a popular Italian restaurant in Ferguson, a small town about two hours north of Seattle. I could have taken the easy road and continued managing the already bustling restaurant. But I was desperate to forge my own path, and after a lot of negotiating, I was running my own restaurant in San Francisco.

      My aunt, a plump Italian woman who made the best bomboloni greeted me as soon as I set foot in the kitchen. “Tesoro, there you are.”

      Unwrapping the layers I’d piled on to ward off the chill outside, I continued to my office. It was no more than a small supply closet at the other end of the large space, but I didn’t need much. “I’m sorry I’m late. I didn’t sleep well.”

      Bustling into the tiny space that barely fit my desk and a small shelf, she hung up my jacket and scarf that I’d thrown on my office chair. I wouldn’t be sitting in it anytime soon.

      “You work too much.” My aunt smoothed down my hair. “Did you think about going out with that good-looking young man who asked you yesterday, bellissima?”

      She made a sweeping hand gesture that could mean anything from “you should go for it” to “I want a piece of that man myself” or even “I have indigestion.”

      “Zia Amara, you know I don’t have time to date.”

      I also couldn’t stomach the idea of going out with anyone. Not until I kicked this obsession with Liam.

      “Va bene. I’ll let it go for now. I know that look on your face, and I know you won’t hear what I have to say. But don’t think this is over.”

      Of course it wasn’t. My aunt was persistent. And she would enjoy nothing more than to seeing me married off with a gaggle of children. I knew because she’d tried her best to set me up with anyone who showed interest. They didn’t even have to be Italian anymore—a sign she was getting desperate.

      I grabbed my apron off my desk, where I’d flung it last night, then joined my aunt in the kitchen. “Did you find the biscotti? I forgot to message to let you know I’d made more and left them in the oven.”

      “Already put them on plates.” Amara went back to preparing the panna cotta that would sell out within the first few hours of the dinner rush. “We’re almost out of tomatoes. I’ve already made the sauces for tonight, but we’ll need to order more for tomorrow.”

      I made a note on my phone and tied my apron around my waist. It seemed to fit a bit snugger every time I put it on. I needed to start exercising more. Something I told myself about three times a day. Or after every indulgent meal—which was all of them.

      I didn’t allow myself many pleasures, but good food was one of them. And Liam was the other one. But that was probably even unhealthier than the artery-clogging meals I favored.

      The next few hours passed in a blur of cooking and chatting with patrons.

      “Your sauce is too thin,” Vladimir, my Russian sous-chef, unhelpfully pointed out as he once again watched over my shoulder.

      “Shut up. It’s fine.” It wasn’t. But I’d be damned if I’d admit it.

      He smirked and pointed to the board sitting next to the stove. “So why didn’t you use all the tomatoes, then? And last I checked, we put oregano and basil in our sauce.”

      I cringed at the tomato cubes and bushels of herbs still sitting on the chopping board. My mind had been wandering all night, and it wasn’t conducive to my cooking skills.

      “I was getting to that.”

      He harrumphed and turned back to the fish he’d been preparing before checking on me. “Who’s the lucky guy?”

      I hacked at the basil, avoiding Vlad’s scrutinizing gaze. “There’s no guy.”

      “Maybe that’s the problem,” Amara put in.

      I pointed my knife at them. “Stay out of my love life. Both of you.”

      Amara narrowed her eyes at me. “You'd have to have a love life for us to stay out of it.”

      “She doesn’t need a man,” Vlad was quick to jump in. “Besides, she has us if she needs company.”

      Amara glared at Vlad. “That’s not the kind of company she needs.”

      I tuned out their bickering once they started yelling at each other in Italian and Russian, knowing full well the other didn’t speak their language.

      “Quinn.” Stacia, one of the waitresses, poked her head through the door leading into the kitchen. “There’s someone here asking for you.”

      “I’ll be out in a minute.” I nudged Vlad with my elbow. “Can you take over?”

      He stopped yelling and smiled at me. “Of course, lapochka.”

      Since I wanted to know what people were calling me—or yelling at me—I’d been looking up Russian words. And it turned out my moody sous-chef was as sweet as pie underneath the rough exterior. When he wasn’t calling me pet names reserved for friends and family, he was as supportive as only a true friend could be.

      Vlad had been with me since I opened the restaurant. He was the first to apply for the job as sous-chef, and I hired him on the spot. He’d fit right in from the start, becoming an honorary member of my family. Mom called him almost every week to chat.

      And while it might be weird to have a Russian sous-chef in an Italian restaurant, he was one of the best chefs I’d ever met. And his Italian food rivaled Amara’s and my mom’s. And they’d been born with a chopping board in their hands.

      After taking off my apron and throwing it back on top of my desk, I went out into the hallway between the main part of the restaurant and the kitchen. A squeal that was not fit for a professional restaurant owner left me when I saw who was there to see me.

      “Freya, what are you doing here?” I hugged my best friend, pushing down the tears that threatened to escape. I’d only seen her a handful of times since the opening five months ago, and I’d missed spending time with her.

      She squeezed me back, only releasing me when one of the servers bumped into us on their way to the kitchen. “Surprise.” Still holding my hand, she walked into the bustling restaurant, dragging me behind her. “It’s been way too long since I last saw you.”

      We took a seat at the small bar at the back. “That’s true. But you’re here now. That’s all that matters.” Talking on the phone with her nearly every day had helped keep me sane. Especially when her brother’s visits made me question my mental state.

      Freya bounced in her seat. “Can you get out of here early? Or should I get ready for a night of pizza and reading?”

      My heart felt full seeing my friend, and for the first time in months, I was content. “Give me twenty minutes to wrap things up. Vlad doesn’t want me in the kitchen anyway, so he’ll be elated to hear I’m leaving.”

      Freya chuckled. “I don’t know what’s stranger about that sentence, the fact that you have a Russian sous-chef or that he can order you out of your own kitchen.”

      I slid off the chair. “You know how good his food is. I don’t argue with him, and in turn he continues to create the most amazing dishes so people come back and I can pay my rent.”

      “Speaking of food. I haven’t had dinner yet. Think you can grab something for us?”

      Grinning, I nodded. “Of course. Be right back.”

      My steps were lighter going back into the kitchen, and I couldn’t stop smiling. Amara and Vlad stopped what they were doing as soon as they noticed me.

      Amara pointed a finger my way. “What’s that on your face?”

      My hands went to my cheeks and mouth, hoping I didn’t have food stuck to it. “What is it? Don’t tell me I went outside with sauce stuck somewhere.”

      Vlad set down his knife. “You’re smiling. Why are you smiling? Who’s out there?”

      He went to the door and pushed it open enough to give him a view of the bar at the end of the hallway where Freya waited. Satisfied with what he saw, he reported back to Amara. “Just her friend. The loud one.”

      Amara deflated. “Oh well, at least she has friends. Or a friend.”

      Flicking a hand towel at them, I scowled. “Hey, that’s not nice. When would I have time to make friends?”

      Or date. But my dating life had always been sad. And now I wasn’t interested in anyone but one impossibly handsome and damaged mafia prince.

      Whose sister was my best friend.

      What am I doing?

      After the incident that involved a sex swing, I thought my dating life had gotten as low as it ever would. But this was worse. Because I had the hots for my best friend’s brother and didn’t intend to tell her. At least nothing had happened yet, and nothing ever would.

      I put lasagna and enough cannoli to feed at least ten people in a dish. Vlad looked over my shoulder, studying me a little too closely. “You having more people over tonight?”

      I placed a lid on the plastic container and elbowed him out of the way. “It’s for both of us.”

      “Now, I know you can eat, but it would be physically impossible for you to finish all that.”

      Grabbing my coat, I made sure I was zipped up all the way to brave the cold wind. “Maybe I want leftovers for tomorrow. Now, if you’re done with your interrogation, I’m going home.”

      Amara studied me. She knew I either cooked or pushed food on people if I felt upset or guilty. It had always been my tell since I was a little kid.

      She squeezed my shoulder on the way past. “I’m here when you’re ready.”

      I smiled at her, knowing I’d have to talk to someone eventually or my confusing feelings would swallow me whole. “I know.”

      Freya and I took a taxi back to my little studio apartment, giggling in the back, acting like teenagers. I miss having her close.

      I used to live in an apartment above my parents’ garage, and this was the first time I’d rented a place on my own. It was as exciting as it was scary.

      But I’d slowly made the space my own. You’d think it wouldn’t take that long to furnish and decorate such a small space, but I’d only brought my bed, my favorite armchair, and kitchen utensils from Ferguson. I still hadn’t purchased a couch or table. Since I was only there to sleep, I didn’t need much. And I’d been so busy I hadn’t had time to go furniture shopping.

      “Love what you’ve done with the place.” Freya’s voice dripped with sarcasm when she walked into my apartment. She spun around, taking in the fully stocked kitchen and empty living room.

      I set the food and wine we’d grabbed on the way on the counter. I should get a few barstools. At least then I’d have a place to eat dinner with someone else. There just hadn’t been a need before tonight. It was sad to admit, but she was the first person to have dinner here with me.

      Amara and Vlad had come over before, but they never stayed long, and it was usually a work-related visit.

      “I’ve been busy.”

      Freya took the lid off the container that held the lasagna. “You could have asked your mom to do it for you.”

      I knew Mom would have been ecstatic to help, but I wanted to do this on my own. I was a grown woman. I could buy my own furniture.

      I poured us both a glass of wine, while Freya opened my kitchen cupboards in search of plates. “I’ll get around to it eventually. For now, we can sit on the bed, or I have a picnic blanket we can spread out on the floor,” I explained, pointing to the counter. “The plates are above the toaster.”

      After heaping food on two plates, she handed me mine in exchange for her wineglass. We settled on the floor. Freya moaned after her first bite, and I resisted the urge to do the same.

      Damn, Vlad’s good.

      “This is the best lasagna I’ve ever eaten,” she gushed between bites.

      “Don’t let Mom hear you say that.”

      Her cheeks reddened. “Swear on your nonna’s grave that you’ll never tell her I said that.”

      I chuckled, knowing she loved my mom and was horrified to hurt her feelings. “She’s had Vlad’s lasagna. And every other dish we serve at the restaurant. She wouldn’t be offended if she heard you because she agrees. And every time she visits, she tries to get the recipe out of Vlad.”

      Freya inhaled her food but somehow still managed to hold a conversation between giant bites. “I’m surprised she’s not down here every weekend.”

      My parents had a hard time letting me go, but I’d finally found enough courage to tell them I wanted to expand. Our restaurant in Ferguson had been booked out weeks in advance, and it had been time to branch out.

      “They weren’t happy but know it was the right decision for the business. I left them with a fantastic manager who’s been with us for years, and I still do some of the work from here.”

      Freya studied me, her eyes lingering on the deep-purple circles under my eyes and the new lines that had etched themselves into my face. And because she was my friend, she wouldn’t just give me a disapproving look. She’d tell me all about it. “You pretty much managing two restaurants tells me about the lack of sleep you seem to be getting. But the more pressing question is why haven’t you settled in yet? Amara tells me you never go out and haven’t made any friends besides Vlad. And he doesn’t count since he works for you.”

      I put my fork down, suddenly too full to continue. “Amara has a big mouth. And I’m fine. Work has always been my happy place. You know this. And I want to make this restaurant work. I can’t fail.”

      She pushed her now-empty plate aside. “I know how much you’ve always wanted this, but you won’t get to enjoy it if you keel over from a heart attack before you’re forty. You used to love life. Dated. Tried weird sex positions. Whatever happened to that Quinn?”

      I made a noise in protest, but she ignored me and kept going. “Everyone needs a break every once in a while. And I’m here to give you yours. Because the last thing you want is to end up like my brother and turn into a grumpy robot.”

      I knew which brother she was talking about because her other two certainly knew how to have fun. “I’m not going to turn into Liam. And I’m sure he does plenty of things to unwind that you just don’t know about.”

      I wondered if breaking into my apartment and watching me pretend to sleep counted as fun.

      “You’re probably right. But there’s something going on with him. He just disappears, and nobody can get a hold of him. Not even Dad. And Liam always answers the phone for Dad. At least he used to. I think he’s seeing someone. Or maybe he spends his time off at a spa. Who knows? He’s as forthcoming with information as a rock.”

      I cleared our plates and turned on the TV. “I’m sure he’s fine. Now, what do you want to watch?”

      We spent the rest of the night eating cannoli and yelling at the TV. I’d needed a night like tonight more than I’d care to admit to Freya. And I vowed to kick my unhealthy habits and get myself back out there. Starting with forgetting about Liam and finally dating again.
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      Liam

      I lost another man tonight. And despite having grown up in this life, it never got easier. My humanity had been on a slippery downward spiral until I met her. My little sister’s best friend.

      Her presence soothed my aching soul; her tinkling laughter repaired my fractured heart. And like the lawless asshole I was, I didn’t do the right thing and stay away. Instead, I snuck into her bedroom when the pain became too much, watching her, longing to slip into bed with her as if I had a right to.

      And here I was again, doing the one thing I promised myself I wouldn’t. Sitting on her only piece of furniture besides the bed, listening to the sound of her slow inhales, watching her angelic face aglow in the moonlight.

      Her small form was barely visible under the mountain of blankets she liked to pile on top of herself. I’d memorized every curve and dip of her beautiful body. She was as addictive as the purest heroin, as enticing as the clearest cut diamonds. I couldn’t touch her, but I wasn’t strong enough to stay away.

      If she ever woke up and found me in her room, she’d freak out. Because what sane person broke into someone’s apartment just to sit in a chair in the corner? But it was the only time the rage inside me turned into a soothing stream and I could just be.

      I shouldn’t have come tonight. Or any night, for that matter. She was a distraction when I had to stay focused. I’d take over the Olysses empire one day, and I had to be prepared. There was no room in my life for someone as good as Quinn.

      She was an innocent, unknowingly swimming in a pool full of sharks.

      Standing up, I allowed myself one last look at her glossy dark curls spread all over her pillow. I longed to reach out to discover if her skin was as soft as it looked, her lips as kissable as they promised.

      Finally walking out of the room, I made sure her window was closed and her front door secure. Her tiny apartment in the Mission District was a security nightmare, but I’d installed cameras on her front door and alarms on all her windows. I also made sure someone drove past once a night to check on things. It was as much as I could do without drawing attention. No matter how much I wished for her to be mine to care for, she wasn’t. I had to remember that.

      Slipping into the cool interior of the black town car waiting for me outside, I opened a drink from the minibar. I didn’t check what it was. Didn’t care as long as the burn of the alcohol took away the edge.

      I had to get my mind back on business. Tonight’s agenda included finding out who was skimming money off one of our legitimate businesses. It always surprised me that people made the stupidest decisions when it came to money, often ensuring they wouldn’t live long enough to enjoy it.

      The Irish were also still causing issues. Every time I thought I’d put them back in their place, they kept coming back like the cockroaches they were. But despite all the things that required my attention on the flight back to Chicago, my mind was only on one thing: Quinn.

      It was windy and raining when I landed, the city feeling as vengeful as I did. The rain was pelting down, giving the inside of the airport the feel of a busy highway.

      Ray, my driver, was waiting with an umbrella outside the doors. The rain didn’t bother me. Never had. But he’d trained in England and had driven royalty before his wife insisted on moving to the States, so his etiquette was impeccable. He’d worked for my family for over ten years, and in all that time, I’d never been able to get him to use my first name or let me open my own car door.

      “Mr. Olysses, good to see you back safe and sound.”

      I nodded at him, fighting the urge to hold the umbrella steady. Holding anything bigger than a briefcase in this weather was a fruitless endeavor, but Ray was determined and somehow managed to get me in the car without letting a single drop touch my body.

      He pulled away from the curb, joining the still-busy traffic, despite the late hour. “Your apartment or the Olysses residence?”

      I’d moved out years ago but still had a room at my parents’ place. It came in handy when I worked late with Dad. But most nights I opted to stay at my penthouse, needing the quiet. Tonight was one of those nights. “Apartment, please.”

      Vowing to myself for the hundredth time that tonight had been the last visit to Quinn’s apartment, I turned my mind back to business. My phone had been vibrating since I’d stepped off the plane, and I knew I couldn’t avoid answering any longer.

      The latest person calling was my brother Gabriel. He would be my second once I took over. And since I knew he’d keep calling, I hit Accept, getting ready for whatever was so damned important it couldn’t wait until tomorrow.

      “I thought you were the fuck over whatever makes you disappear every few weeks,” he said without preamble. “Yet here we are again, you gone and me trying to get a hold of you. Like a sad fucking Groundhog Day. Or night, in this case.”

      “Despite what you seem to think, there are parts of my life that don’t involve my family. Get over yourself and tell me why you called at three in the morning instead of waiting until daylight.”

      He grumbled something about “shithead older brothers” under his breath before he got to the point. “There’s been rumors that the Irish are making a move.”

      “There are always rumors. And we both know them making a move is only a matter of time.”

      I loosened my tie and leaned back in my seat.

      “This one’s from Marcus. He thinks we need to close ranks and make sure nobody is left unprotected,” Gabriel said, getting my attention.

      My thoughts went straight to Quinn. I’d need to add more surveillance. If I knew one thing about the Irish, it was that they liked to hit where you least expected it. And while I didn’t broadcast my trips to San Francisco, they weren’t impossible to track.

      “Fine. Make sure Gunner has eyes on Freya, and I’ll come to the house now to discuss strategy.”

      Gabriel grunted in acknowledgment and hung up. I rubbed a hand across my face, knowing I wouldn’t get any sleep tonight.

      I leaned forward so Ray could hear me. “Change of plan. I need to go to the residence.”

      It was what we all jokingly called my parents’ giant mansion in Lincoln Park that sat on eight city lots. My dad had always been a “go big or go home” type of guy, and his gambles had paid off. We had more money than we knew what to do with.

      Our last name opened whatever doors we wanted. And there was little that we’d be denied. Growing up with a full staff, none of us knew how to cook or wash our own clothes.

      Freya, the only girl and youngest out of the four of us, attempted to fit into normal society. She’d turned her back on the business early on and was now blissfully happy with her fiancé.

      But I’d never had the urge to do so. I’d been raised to one day take over. The business was all I knew. The only freedom I’d been allowed was to go to college.

      Ray turned right, taking us away from my apartment. “No problem, Mr. Olysses.”

      I returned a few more calls, despite the late hour. Only our legitimate businesses had regular hours; everything else was handled at night, and my staff expected late calls.

      We pulled into my parents’ driveway thirty minutes later. All the lights were still on, the imposing mansion lit up like a Christmas tree.

      When I dragged myself inside, Dad’s study door was open, and voices drifted out to the marble foyer.

      Dad pinned me with drawn eyebrows as soon as I stepped foot in his study. “Liam. How kind of you to grace us with your presence.”

      I gritted my teeth, sick of all the comments. I worked around the clock. Never took a day off. Had always been a good soldier, willing to do whatever it took. But when I finally decided to do something for myself, everyone acted as if I was slacking.

      If only they knew Quinn was the reason I was holding it together at all these days.

      Sitting down in one of the chairs, I ignored Gabriel’s stare and Jude’s chuckle. “I had business to take care of.”

      Dad sipped his whiskey, his attention never wavering from me. “I’ve just briefed your brothers on the current situation. There’s a new player in town who nobody seems to be able to get any information on.”

      I’d heard about this already and had my guys working overtime to figure out what was going on. The market was suddenly flooded with bad pills that seemed to pop up everywhere, and nobody knew where they came from.

      Tapping my fingers on my leg, I wished I’d stayed at Quinn’s apartment, prolonging real life for a little longer. “I’m working on it. But they’re smart, and they’re mobile. Whenever we find one of their labs, they’re gone before we get there.”

      Dad nodded, pulling folders out from under a messy pile. “We’re going to cut back on some of our less legitimate businesses.” He handed us a folder each, all of us too stunned to do anything but stare at what he’d put in front of us. “We can slowly cut back and at the same time build up on what we want to keep.”

      To be fair, we could easily survive without changing our current lifestyle if we gave up all our shadier dealings. But it was who we were. How Dad made his first million. And he loved it, even if he’d never admit it to Mom. The danger, the unknown, and of course the fact that there were no rules besides the ones he made.

      And none of us had ever known any different.

      I opened the folder in front of me, finding a detailed account of what we were currently distributing and how much of our total it made up each year. Putting the papers down, I shook my head. “We can never fully pull out. Whoever took over would want to erase us from existence on the slim chance we planned on coming back.”

      Dad sighed, suddenly looking much older than his sixty-two years. “When Cian went after Freya, I knew I had to make some changes. I would never forgive myself if my business eventually took her from me. I’d never give it all up, but we need to pull out of the drug trade. It’s gotten too hot, too many new players joining the game. We’ll keep the guns and exotic imports. Everything else needs to go.”

      Our drug business had always left a bad taste in my mouth. I’d welcome the chance to get rid of it. “What do you need us to do?

      “It’ll take time to pull back. We need to do it bit by bit, without pissing anyone off. This new drug might be dirty, but it also might mean we can silently step back. It’ll take the attention off us.”

      Gabriel stood up. “If we don’t shut them down, it’ll make us appear weak. We can’t just let them encroach on our territory and do nothing about it.”

      He’d always been a hothead. And like the rest of us, he knew nothing else but the business. He was as much taken by surprise as I was, but I needed him to work with me on this.

      The risk to any member of our family had always been there, but it seemed Dad had finally realized how much was at stake.

      Dad heaved himself out of the chair, his gait unsteady, telling me he’d had more to drink than usual. He stepped in front of my brother, halting his agitated stomps around the office. “Gabriel, we need to show a united front on this. Pulling back doesn’t mean we have to show weakness. It’s a business decision, and we’ll sell it as such.”

      Gabriel didn’t sit back down, the sour expression remaining on his face.

      “Now who wants to show them why our reputation is well-earned?” Dad continued.

      Nobody was surprised when Jude lifted his hand with a grin. And we all knew that once he was done, there’d be no doubt about who the reigning kings were.
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      Quinn

      “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this,” I hissed into the phone, hiding in the bathroom of a cozy restaurant that had opened around the corner from my own.

      I was on a date and already had regrets on top of regrets. We hadn’t even made it past the first course yet.

      “You’ve been out of the game for too long. Just give him a chance.”

      Freya’s encouragement wasn’t making me feel better. I didn’t want to give my date a chance. It didn’t matter that he was a firefighter who saved lives. Or that he had a dimple. Or thick, glossy brown hair. Or that he was a great conversationalist.

      Because he wasn’t Liam.

      “Fine. I’ll finish dinner since we’re already here. Besides, leaving halfway through would be rude. But then I’m going straight home.”

      First came a deep sigh, then a resigned one, then a noise of assent. “Fine. But if you don’t tell me soon what the hell’s going on with you, I’m flying back out there to kick your ass. You used to be the dating queen. Now you barely leave your house.”

      The truth of her words stung, but I had nothing to say in return. I didn’t even recognize the person I’d turned into. I finally had the restaurant I’d dreamed of since I made my first three-course meal, yet I was unhappier than ever.

      “I know. Let me just get through tonight, and then we’ll talk.”

      “Finally. Now leave the bathroom so he doesn’t think you have digestive issues. And call me tomorrow.”

      I pushed myself off the wall I’d been leaning against and nodded, even though Freya couldn’t see me. “I will. Promise.”

      We hung up, and I finally left the perceived safety of the bathroom. John the Firefighter was where I’d left him in a quiet corner of the restaurant, sipping his beer. His eyes lit up when he saw me walking toward him, and I cringed. His smile died, and he sat up straighter.

      Clearly, my poker face needed work.

      Sitting down, my hands found the napkin I’d laid on the table earlier, scrunching it up. But that was the only nervous tic I allowed myself before lifting my gaze and looking at my date. “Sorry about that. Makeup emergency.”

      It was his turn to cringe, and I knew that once again my poker face had failed me. “No need to apologize.” He looked up when the waiter appeared with our meals. “You made it back right on time.”

      The food was good, and we spent the rest of the meal chatting. John was attentive and funny, but I was feeling guilty the whole time I was there. Which led to me yelling at myself in my head for feeling that way, which then made me drink more to shut up my inner monologue.

      By the time we’d finished dessert, I was giggling and thinking the night hadn’t been a total write-off. I hadn’t thought about work once and had a great time. My night even included a free meal, since John had just paid our bill, refusing to at least let me pay half.

      He smiled at me, flashing his adorable dimple. “I hope whoever has you tied up in knots knows how lucky he is.”

      Heat rushed to my cheeks, and I shook my head. “It’s not like that.”

      “You don’t have to explain anything to me. I’ve been there.”

      John put his arm out and helped me out of my chair. Once I was standing upright, I hooked mine through, leaning into him. “I shouldn’t have had that last glass.”

      He winked at me. “Being responsible all the time is boring. If nothing else, I at least hope you enjoyed your food tonight.”

      I nodded, walking out with him. “The company was also great. Thank you for a nice night, and for understanding.”

      “Can I at least drive you home? I promise I’m not expecting anything. I just want to make sure you make it back safely.”

      He really was a nice guy. I’d told him that I’d taken a taxi to the restaurant, and he remembered. “If you’re sure. I’m happy to take a taxi home.”

      “I’m sure. Now come on, let’s get you out of the cold.”

      We walked to his car that was parked a few blocks away from the restaurant, chatting about his job the whole way. Once we made it to his car, I slid into the passenger seat, taking in the mess surrounding me. I pulled out two T-shirts from underneath me and had to burrow my feet into the pile of empty wrappers and take-out containers littering the floor.

      Guess I found his one flaw—he was messy and not afraid of mold. I nudged a fuzzy container to the side, making sure to place my feet on a cleanish pizza box.

      “Sorry about the mess. I haven’t had time to clean up.”

      I raised my brows at him, giving him my best Paola Lombardo disapproving mom look. He shot me an innocent puppy dog look in return. I bet he got away with a lot, including driving his dates home in a toxic waste dump.

      The drive back to my apartment building was short, and I suppressed another relieved sigh when we pulled up in front of the familiar steel door. It used to be a regular brown wooden door, but the new one appeared a few days after I moved in.

      I wasn’t complaining, since steel was a whole lot stronger than wood, and I was a woman with no self-defense skills living on my own.

      With one hand on the door handle, I turned to John. “Thank you so much for tonight.” The unspoken “I’m sorry it didn’t end the way you envisioned” hung between us.

      “I had a great time. And if you ever want to hang out as friends, let me know. I enjoyed talking to you.” Another flash of his dimples, and I nearly asked him to come up for a drink. “And you can never have enough friends.”

      I leaned in, placing a soft kiss on his stubbly cheek. “You’re a great guy. And if things were different, I’d drag you up to my apartment right now.”

      His laugh boomed through the car. “And I would have done nothing to stop you.”

      I made my way inside, wishing the building had an elevator. By the time I put the key in my lock, I was out of breath and putting workouts on my to-do list. But first up was finding a therapist. Because I seriously needed help. Especially after I’d just said good night to a great date so I could return to my dark and empty apartment.

      My phone rang as I was closing my front door.

      “How was it?” Vlad’s accented voice greeted me. “I’m guessing no happy ending since you’re answering your phone.”

      Turning on the kitchen light, I went in search of ice cream. “You need to get a life. It’s ten at night on a Friday and you’re calling your boss.”

      “Don’t see anything wrong with that. Besides, Tati wants to know how your date went.”

      Tati was Vlad’s wife and a saint. She had to be to put up with him. She came into the restaurant often, and we all loved her to bits. They didn’t have kids and had taken an unhealthy interest in my life. Especially the part where I lacked a partner.

      “It was fine.”

      I leaned farther into the freezer, pushing aside the frozen peas and pizza until I struck gold in the form of a white pint-sized container that was entirely too small. In my opinion, ice cream containers should come in gallon sizes only.

      Vlad scoffed and mumbled something in Russian, and then a familiar feminine voice answered. “Tati said not to be discouraged. But now that you’re dating again, we have the perfect man for you. He’s from a good family. And he has impeccable manners. You’ll love him.”

      My mouth was full of ice cream, so I couldn’t answer immediately, which Vlad took as agreement. “I’ll set you up for tomorrow night. You could go get a drink first.” More murmurs. “Yes, definitely a drink. Maybe at that rooftop bar you always talk about. Then dinner. And dancing afterward. It’ll be the perfect date.”

      “I’m working tomorrow. We have an engagement party for most of the night.”

      That he organized and had already prepped meals for. They’d ordered a three-course menu so we didn’t have to take individual orders; since there were fifty people coming in, I’d insisted that was the only way we’d be able to take their booking.

      We didn’t usually cater for events, since they took a lot of planning and meant we had to take fewer bookings for the dining room. I didn’t have enough staff yet to do both. But we did have a private room that was perfect for it.

      Maybe in a few months we’d be in a better position, but for now, it was all hands on deck. There was no way I would bail to go on another pointless date.

      There was more grumbling and then some happy exclamations. “Two nights from now, then. I know it’s a weekday, but he won’t mind.”

      I groaned around my spoon, not willing to stop eating for this argument. “I don’t have time then either. I have to do stock. And the fire inspector is coming through in a week. We need to make sure everything’s up to code before then.”

      “Nothing is more important than finding happiness. You go on the date, and I’ll do stock. Now stop eating cheap ice cream out of a container. We make much better at Grazioso. And get some sleep so you can concentrate tomorrow, because your ravioli today was subpar.”

      And with that parting comment, he hung up, leaving me with my spoon halfway to my mouth, stunned into immobility. Sometimes, I wondered who the boss was. Even though he was right. My ravioli had been subpar.

      After dumping the empty container in my trash, I took a shower and set my alarm for four. Tomorrow would be brutal, and I had to get as much sleep as I could. My nights had gotten short and restless, and I blamed Liam.

      Changing the locks on my apartment had just gotten bumped up my to-do list.
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        * * *

      

      “Mophead’s asking for you.”

      I leaned around the hostess station and spotted the guy Amber was talking about. He’d been coming in every few days for the past month. He stayed for two hours, always sat by himself, and ordered the same meal every time. He also had an unfortunate haircut that made him resemble a mop.

      The first time he came in, we’d been overbooked thanks to a computer glitch, which meant I was helping out in the restaurant instead of hiding in the kitchen because we didn’t have enough waitstaff.

      And now he asked about me every time he was in. Sometimes, I said hi, but most times I avoided him. I was usually good with people and enjoyed talking to our guests, but he gave off major creeper vibes. My gut told me to stay away, and in this case, I listened.

      Unfortunately, he’d spotted me and waved, managing to make even his smile look oily and wrong.

      Pasting a polite smile of my own on my face, I put down the menu I’d been updating. “If I’m still talking to him in two minutes, come over with a made-up emergency.”

      Amber snort-laughed but nodded. “Will do.”

      “Your life is in my hands.”

      This time she rolled her eyes. “Always so dramatic.”

      Forcing my legs to move, I wound my way through the busy restaurant, greeting guests along the way. We had a lot of regulars, and I’d made a point of learning as many of their names as I could. And the personal touch was something that set us apart in the cutthroat world of San Francisco’s restaurant scene.

      I stopped two steps away from the table, not wanting to get too close. “Harold. How are you today?”

      His eyes skipped over my body until they stopped at my boobs. “There she is. Looking as radiant as ever.”

      My smile disappeared, a frown taking its place. The effort of maintaining it was pointless, since he wasn’t looking at my face. “I hope everything is to your liking?”

      “Perfect as always,” he said to my boobs, as if expecting them to miraculously answer him.

      “Excellent. Enjoy the rest of your evening.”

      I turned on my heels before he asked a question or found a reason for me to stay. Fighting the urge to glance at my traumatized boobs, I rushed to the kitchen, where I planned on hiding for the rest of the night.

      Amara eyed me from behind a mountain of dough. “You look like you ate soggy tiramisu.”

      I waved her off. “It’s nothing. Just a headache.”

      There was no point mentioning Harold. Amara would insist on charging to my rescue, and then Vlad would find out. But throwing guests out for preferring to talk to my boobs rather than my face was bad for business.

      After suffering through a busy dinner, I dragged myself home at midnight. But despite my bone-deep exhaustion, sleep once again evaded me for most of the night.
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      Liam

      She smiled at him. Fucking smiled. And she wore a tight dress that showed off all her generous curves. The photo I’d received earlier ran in an endless loop in my head.

      She was temptation personified. Not only did she have a great laugh—one I’d committed to memory—but also a body like sin. I required control in all I did, and usually the women I allowed into my bed understood. But I had a feeling Quinn wouldn’t give in so easily. Her fiery personality and was almost impossible to resist. It was also what set her apart.

      Only my ironclad self-control stopped me from going to her right now and showing her why I should be the only man in her life. Not some pretty boy with an annoying swagger to his step.

      I might not be able to claim her, but the thought of anyone else putting their hands on her killed me.

      “Brother, he’s turning purple. I don’t think he should be turning purple.” Gabriel’s voice ripped me out of my murderous thoughts and back to the present. We were in the back room of one of our bars, and I was holding the manager up to the wall. By his neck.

      I’d suspected he’d been rather inventive when declaring the bar’s income. And tonight I received proof that he’d taken over a hundred thousand for himself.

      I released the traitor, and he crumpled to the floor with a stunted gurgle.

      Gabriel hadn’t changed position since we all stepped into the room. He was leaning against the wall, legs and arms crossed, seemingly unimpressed by what he saw.

      He acted like everyone’s best friend, when in reality he was the deadliest of us all. Jude was the sniper with a penchant for excess in all things, but Gabriel was the silent assassin whose loyalty to our family was unfaltering.

      Where I found myself imagining what my life would be like if I hadn’t been born an Olysses, he reveled in the power our name brought with it. He had all the makings of a psychopath.

      The only saving grace was our mother. We were all too scared of her to do anything too damning. And despite her knowledge of the family dealings, she also had an unfailing moral compass and not only taught us manners but also the ability to tell right from wrong.

      Then again, none of us ever debated how wrong our actions were.

      We had no problem killing but never used excessive force or made executions too public. If we wanted to send a message, we had plenty of ways of doing so without drawing attention to ourselves.

      “I’ll never do it again. I’m sorry. So sorry.” The whimpering, sniveling bastard who’d dared steal from us had unfortunately found his voice again.

      Gabriel shifted, a manic smile stealing over his face. “Of course you won’t, Ernesto.”

      “No… no, please. Don’t kill me. I’ll do anything. Just don’t kill me.”

      I needed someone desperate enough to get me intel. We were losing a war that had gotten too close to our family one too many times. And I might have just found my man.

      “There’s a way for you to keep your life.”

      He threw his hands up before crawling closer. “Anything. I’ll do anything. Please.”

      I regarded the weak bastard, wishing I didn’t have to deal with him and could just shoot him instead. But I needed information, and we’d been unsuccessful in getting more than a few rumors. “I heard The Clover is looking for a new manager.”

      Gabriel unwound his arms and legs, straightening up. He wasn’t someone you easily surprised. I pushed down the urge to smirk, turning my attention to my new informant. “Get the job and get me information. You have one week.”

      Without listening to his sobbed reply, I turned and strode out, Gabriel right behind me. We were silent until we sat in the car.

      Gabriel lit a cigar, the familiar smell soothing. “You sure letting him live was the right decision? He’ll turn on us as soon as someone offers him enough money.”

      “We’ll keep eyes on him. And we don’t have many options at this stage.”

      He grunted, knowing we were running out of moves. Unless we declared war.

      For now, everyone mostly stuck to their territories. But our hold on Chicago was slipping as much as my sanity seemed to these days. I just hoped I wouldn’t take everyone down with me.

      We drove back to the mansion, knowing we had to stick together to get through this latest threat. When we arrived, Gabriel veered off into the kitchen, and I went to the study.

      My phone alerted me to an incoming call, and when I saw the name of the man I’d assigned to watch Quinn, I didn’t hesitate to pick up.

      “Not sure if it’s anything, but you wanted me to get in touch whenever there was the smallest change. Well, there’s this guy who keeps coming into the restaurant. He seems harmless, but I can tell he makes Quinn uncomfortable.”

      I walked into the dark office, not bothering to turn on the light; the low glow of the pool lights outside was enough to navigate the space without walking into anything. I stopped at the big window overlooking the backyard. “Send me a background check.”

      “Already in your inbox. I couldn’t find anything, but I didn’t dig too deep. I could ask my contact to go further.”

      “Do it. And make sure someone watches her at all times. Hire someone if you need to.”

      “Done.”

      The line went dead, and I leaned my head against the cold glass.

      After allowing myself five minutes of what-ifs, I sat down at the desk, going through the emails I’d ignored all day.

      But since I never slept more than a few hours a night, I’d be fine. I had to be.
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        * * *

      

      “This is a terrible idea. Why didn’t you stop them?” Jude whined, tugging on his bow tie while shooting daggers at me. “We’re at the brink of war. Nobody attends galas while at the brink of war.”

      Shrugging on my suit jacket, I ignored him. Of course I’d tried talking my parents out of going. Yet here we were, on our way to the biggest social event of the year.

      Mom swatted Jude’s hand away and righted his bow tie. “We go every year. We can’t just not show up. What will everyone think?”

      Gabriel put his arm around her, kissing her head. “That we’re at war and thought it best not to bring it to the elite of Chicago?”

      “Enough,” Dad’s booming voice sounded from the hallway. “We’re all going. As a family.”

      Jude pointedly looked around the foyer. “Unless she’s hiding behind the sizeable cleavage of Gabriel’s date, we’re missing Freya.”

      All of our eyes turned to said date, who was staring at a flower painting Mom had bought at one of the many charity functions she'd dragged us to. Appearance was everything, and because of the amount of money we donated, most people looked the other way when it came to our business ventures.

      “Clara, let’s go,” Gabriel called, holding out his arm.

      “My name’s Yvette.” His date giggled but joined him with a grin on her face, uncaring that he’d forgotten her name for the third time already.

      Fighting the childish urge to roll my eyes at my brother, I followed everyone out to the waiting limousine.

      Tonight’s gaudy affair would be held at one of the foundation’s board members’ country homes. It meant I had to suffer through an hour-long car ride, listening to innate chatter and high-pitched giggles.

      Gabriel and his date disappeared as soon as we arrived, and Jude was swallowed up by the crowd, no doubt looking for his own entertainment for the night.

      Mom and Dad didn’t waste time and were soon engaged in an animated conversation with one of their acquaintances. I wouldn’t call them friends, since they only ever saw each other at events like this.

      “Liam. Here all alone?” The sultry and unfortunately familiar voice intensified the headache that had been brewing all day.

      “Helena. What a surprise to see you here.”

      She stepped close enough for her front to graze my side. “A good one, I hope.”

      Well, there was one mistake I’d never make again. Helena was a social climber and willing to do whatever it took to secure herself a good position. The thought that she could forge her own way and get a job instead of a husband never seemed to cross her mind.

      When I didn’t answer, she ran her finger along my arm. “Where’s your little fiancée? I thought the engagement was made official three weeks ago.”

      My heart turned to stone, and my muscles tensed, barely containing the storm brewing inside me. “None of your business. Now if you’ll excuse me.”

      She held on to my arm, and unless I wanted to cause a scene, I had to indulge her until I could slip away. “If you needed a wife so badly, you know I’d have been happy to be of assistance.”

      My impending marriage would forge an alliance with the Russians. One we badly needed. And since the Russians would never turn down an opportunity to gain more power, they had readily agreed.

      As always, I’d do what was expected of me. For the good of the family.

      “Good to know.”

      When I didn’t say anything else, she finally released me. “Call me if you get bored with your little wife.”

      Instead of voicing my thoughts, I nodded and made my escape.

      I fended off eager investors and more unwanted advances from women who only saw me as their meal ticket. I’d grown bored of the scene a few years ago and was getting worse at hiding my disdain.

      Someone clapped me on the back, making my jaw lock tight. “You look like you’re at a funeral.”

      I immediately released my clenched fists when I realized it was Jude. “A funeral would have been more fun than this excuse for a fundraiser. Everyone should have donated the money they spent on their dresses and jewelry, instead of giving a few measly dollars and reveling in their own wealth.”

      “All this gloom and doom isn’t normal, even for you. Ever since—”

      A shriek interrupted him, and people started running for the exit.

      Jude pushed his way through the crowd to get to the source of the panic. I followed close, searching for our parents, who I’d last seen near the cake table—which was where everyone was trying to get away from.

      “Liam,” Mom wailed.

      I snapped my head around to where she was kneeling on the ground, next to the body of my father.

      Coming to a sliding stop, I threw myself down next to them, frantic to find out what had happened. Mom was pressing a tablecloth to his chest that was soaked red.

      I turned to Jude. “We need to get him to the hospital.” Running my hands over Dad’s body, I fought the rage threatening to tear me apart. “Is he hurt anywhere else?”

      Two of our bodyguards rushed up, guns drawn. Dad had wanted them to wait outside, since we’d all been too cocky to think anything would happen at such a public event.

      “The ambulance is on the way,” Gregor, one of our bodyguards, said. “There’s no sign of the gunman.” He’d been with us for over ten years, and I trusted him implicitly.

      Breathing hard, I sat back on my haunches. “Search the area, and make sure you’re informed of anything the police might find once they get here.”

      He nodded and disappeared just before paramedics arrived. They loaded Dad on a stretcher, their movements efficient, their faces hard to read.

      Leading Mom outside, I helped her into the ambulance. “We’ll meet you at the hospital.”

      She nodded, her eyes glassy, her cheeks wet.

      Gabriel and Jude flanked me as we walked back to the limousine, our faces set in hard lines, our fingers itching to pull out our guns and shoot whoever had just tried to kill our father.

      “I’m calling Gunner. If someone is coming for us, they’ll try Freya next.” Jude already had his phone out, calling our sister’s fiancé, who conveniently owned the security firm we often used.

      My phone pinged with a text, and my blood chilled when I read what was in the email attachment. My guy in San Francisco had sent a more thorough report, going so far as to access the phone records of Quinn’s stalker.

      They were planning to take her.

      Thoughts swirled in my head, making it hard to concentrate. I was torn between ensuring Dad was safe and getting to Quinn. If something happened to her, I would never forgive myself.

      Messaging my contact to get her out if he saw anything out of the ordinary, I sent a text to get my plane ready.

      I guess there had never been any other choice but to go to San Francisco.
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      Quinn

      “We’re out of flour,” Amara called across the busy kitchen to where I was sitting in my office, wrestling with the paperwork.

      I shot up, groaning. “Fuck me sideways. I forgot to send the order last week.”

      Vlad pinned me with a stare. “A restaurant that doesn’t have flour. Interesting.”

      I growled at him. “I’ll order it right now.”

      “That means, if we’re lucky, we get a delivery the day after tomorrow.”

      Shooting him daggers laced with poison, I turned back to my office. “We’re closing in five minutes. I’ll sort something out for tomorrow, and then we’ll be okay after that.”

      Amara looked at the empty container that usually held the flour. “I can’t do any meal prep for tomorrow.”

      Groaning, I went through a list of supermarkets that would still be open. “Fuck. Fine. I’ll go now.”

      I didn’t want to deal with the paperwork anyway. Which was stupid, since my aversion to the office was what had put us in this situation in the first place.

      Grabbing my keys and jacket off the desk, I headed out back to where our van was parked in the alleyway, calling as I left, “I’ll be back.”

      The alley was dark, and I glanced around the space with my heart in my throat. There was nobody around, something that was great if you wanted a free parking spot and no fines. Not so great when it was late at night and you were by yourself.

      I should have asked Vlad to walk me out, but he’d been deep in white sauce. I usually called a cab, unless we had to do a big grocery run or delivery—driving in San Francisco scared me, and I avoided it as much as I could—but taking the van would be faster, and I could stock up on other things while I was there.

      A scratching noise coming from behind the dumpster made me think of serial killers and rabid cats, and my steps faltered. I wasn’t ready to face whatever was there.

      I placed one foot in front of the other, careful not to make too much noise. Maybe I could sneak past whatever was making the sound unnoticed.

      A curse told me it wasn’t an animal, and I wondered if it would be safer to go back inside.

      My indecision cost me precious seconds. When I finally decided to retreat to the safety of the restaurant, someone stood up from behind the dumpster.

      I stumbled back with a garbled shriek and fell on my ass. The person advanced on me, my crab-walking skills insufficient to get away.

      “Quinn. How unfortunate of you to go into a dark alley by yourself. Didn’t your boyfriend teach you to be more cautious?”

      I stopped, taking in the familiar voice. “Harold?”

      “I was hoping to do this without making a mess. But alas, it wasn’t meant to be.”

      Who in the world says “alas” anymore? Who is this guy? And what magical boyfriend is he referring to? It seemed someone hadn’t taken their pills this morning.

      He held up his hand, and two more guys emerged, looking like they’d embraced the steroids a little too passionately.

      Trembling, I put more distance between us only to be stopped when my back hit the bricks of the alley wall. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. And I didn’t see anything. So you can let me go. I promise I won’t tell anyone I saw you.”

      A disturbing grin spread over his face. “How stupid do you think I am? I know who comes to your apartment at night.”

      My breathing grew ragged, and my vision turned blurry. “What? I don’t understand.”

      “I was planning on doing this while there was an unfortunate accident in your kitchen. But this works too. I’m adaptable, you see.”

      The trembles overtaking my body made me shake like a leaf in a storm, my teeth chattering so loud I thought the sound alone would alert someone. But I knew I had to get up. Leaning on the wall, I pulled myself up on trembling legs.

      The smell of something burning drifted my way, taking my attention away from Harold and his goons.

      My restaurant was on fire.

      Harold didn’t turn around, even though the fire seemed to be spreading uncommonly fast. I couldn’t seem to grasp the fact that my restaurant was burning down. All I could do was stand there and stare at it.

      “Fire,” I croaked, barely able to get the word out.

      “I know. And it burns so beautifully.” Tilting his head to look at the flames, he grinned. “Take her.”

      The two goons stepped forward, but I had nowhere left to run except for the direction of the back door. That was where I sprinted to, ignoring the yells. The door was hot when I ripped it open.

      Three steps in, I lost all sense of direction, blindly inching my way forward. Hitting my shin on a counter, I at least knew I’d made it to the kitchen.

      Coughs shook my body, my eyes watered, and I was getting light-headed. But I had to push on.

      Closing my eyes, I prayed for a miracle.

      Something crashed to the floor, and I opened one eye, then the other.

      “Cyka blyat.” Vlad rushed up to me, bending down. “Are you hurt? Talk to me, damn it.”

      “I think I’m okay.” My voice sounded disbelieving, my brain unable to handle the fact that I was still alive. For now, at least. “Where’s Harold? And his goon squad?”

      Vlad put an arm around me, helping me up off the wet and cold concrete. “Ran off as soon as I saw him in the alley. But the suka will get what’s coming to him for hurting someone under my protection.” He helped me walk, my body still not obeying my commands. “Now come on. We need to get out of here.”

      “Amara,” I gasped, looking back at the flames.

      Pulling me along with him, my feet barely touching the ground, Vlad made his way through the thick smoke within a few seconds. “She’s safe. I got her out as soon as I smelled the smoke.”

      I sagged against him, my legs turning to rubber, all my energy diverted to taking breaths in and out.

      With a curse, he lifted me into his arms and carried me the rest of the way out to the street. Sirens sounded, and then all hell broke loose. Fire trucks and police cruisers were everywhere.

      Vlad set me down in an ambulance, and then Amara was there, tears streaming down her face. “Cara, are you okay?” Her question was followed by a stream of Italian.

      “I’m fine,” I said before my body was overcome with shivers and a rasping cough. I was shaking so hard that I must have looked as if I were on a massage chair that had been set to level twenty.

      “She’s going into shock,” one of the paramedics shouted.

      The last thing I remembered were Amara’s pleas for me to hold on, and then blissful blackness engulfed me.
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        * * *

      

      “Sir, you can’t be back here.”

      “Fuck you,” Vlad’s voice growled.

      “That kind of language is unacceptable. I’m calling security,” a high feminine voice replied.

      A chair scraped across the floor. “The hell you will. I’m staying.”

      I fought to open my eyes, knowing if I didn’t show Vlad I was okay, he’d be banned from the hospital. Or worse, get himself arrested.

      The light was low, and I struggled to blink anything into focus.

      “Stop pissing off the nurses.” My words were low and garbled, but Vlad heard me.

      I wouldn’t have been surprised if the ground shook from the stomping that occurred when he rushed to my bedside. But I was still too out of it to see more than outlines. He took my hand in his with infinite care, as if it were precious and might shatter if he applied too much pressure.

      “You’re going to be okay.”

      “I’m sorry I passed out.”

      Vlad tightened his hold on my hand. “Don’t you dare apologize. Someone tried to hurt you. And you inhaled a lot of smoke. That would mess with anyone. They want to keep you overnight for observation. And your blood sugar was low. I told you not to skip dinner again.”

      “Are you okay? You inhaled just as much smoke as I did.”

      He waved me off. “I’m fine. Now rest. Tati is getting some things for you from your apartment, and Amara has finally gone home.”

      Guess I’m spending the night. Better than staying by myself at the apartment, something that didn’t sound all that appealing right now.

      “Will you stay until I fall asleep?” My voice sounded small, and Vlad’s stern expression melted into one of concern.

      “Of course, I will.”

      “But no more arguing with the nurses. If they tell you to go home, you go. Promise me.”

      His brows furrowed and he growled. “Fine. Now stop worrying about me and sleep.”

      I drifted off to the sounds of Vlad talking on the phone.
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        * * *

      

      “Liam?”

      I rubbed my eyes, wondering if they’d given me the good drugs. Because Liam stood next to my bed, his hair sticking up, his suit unbuttoned, his tie askew. I couldn’t stop my gaze from taking all of him in, starting from the tips of his thick hair that I wanted to sink my hands in down to his shirt that was slightly untucked and farther to the dirty smudges on his pants.

      I’d never seen him look anything less than perfect. But right now, he looked like he’d gone a few rounds with an angry bear.

      “You’re coming with me.”

      I blinked at him, thinking I should call Vlad so he could tell the hospital I needed different drugs. As much as I loved that my brain had procured the one thing I wanted most, hallucinations couldn’t be healthy.

      Nevertheless, I was curious where this particular hallucination wanted to take me. Maybe we’d go to a deserted island, clothes optional. “Where are we going?”

      “Chicago.”

      He stepped closer, then stopped. It seemed it was his turn to take in my body. I felt naked with only a hospital gown and blanket covering me, but I met his heated eyes when they stopped at my face. A comforting warmth wrapped around my body at his attention.

      I could work with that. “Not an island getaway, but I’ve always wanted to go. There’s this restaurant called Adore that’s on my bucket list, but it takes almost a year to get in.”

      It was his turn to blink at me.

      Someone else entered, and Liam strode to what I recognized as my bag sitting in the corner, opening it. He pulled out a few items, then handed it to the guy that had been quietly waiting by the door. “Take her stuff and wait outside.”

      I watched a man who should consider adding leg day to his workouts randomly pull jeans and a sweater out of my bag and drop them on the bed, then leave, taking said bag with him.

      Suddenly feeling more alert, I sat up and straightened the blankets covering me. “He took my bag.”

      Even if this wasn’t real, I still wanted to get dressed in something I chose. This was Liam, after all. He had gorgeous women on his arm all the time. I looked frumpy in comparison. Especially dressed in a thin gown that didn’t even close all the way.

      But maybe this was where the optional clothes part came in.

      Decision made, I pushed the blanket back before I changed my mind. If this was my fantasy, I’d do what I’d wanted to do for a long time.

      My hospital gown came off easily, leaving me bare and slightly chilled. My hallucination could have at least given me a slimmer waist and a warm room.

      A look at my chest confirmed I still had the same generous curves and sizeable bust as always.

      A strangled cough sounded in front of me, and I watched Liam’s face take on a red hue. “What are you… what… I don’t….”

      His eyes were jumping around the room, looking at anything but me. And he stuttered. Liam would never stutter.

      I put my hands up over my head, leaning back on the bed. “I’m ready for you to do whatever you came here for.”

      My announcement was met with silence, and then clothes appeared in front of me. “Put this on. We’re leaving in two minutes.”

      Then he was gone, leaving behind my jeans and a sweater.

      Okay, that didn’t go how I imagined at all.

      Confused, I pulled on the clothes he’d thrown my way, feeling funny for not wearing underwear or a bra. My boobs weren’t meant to swing free. My shoes were next to the bed, and I slipped them on.

      A knock sounded, and then the door opened again. After a quick glance in my direction, Liam waved me out of the room. “If you get dizzy, let me know.”

      I couldn’t suppress the sigh that escaped as I followed him down the quiet hallway. “I guess there’ll be no ravaging going on, then? Bummer.”

      He tripped, barely catching himself from falling. Another reason this was definitely a hallucination. The real Liam would never trip.

      He cleared his throat. “I don’t even know how to respond to that.”

      The real Liam would also know what to say at all times. I wasn’t sure I liked what my mind had come up with.

      He led me to a black limousine waiting outside the doors. Nobody stopped us or made me sign out.

      Liam slid in behind me. “Do you want anything? Water? Food? Pain meds?”

      I brushed my hands over the cold, but buttery soft seats. “I’m okay. Thank you.”

      The car moved forward, and I decided I was done with this now. Frankly, it was boring. I would have thought after fantasizing about Liam for so long that I could have come up with something more exciting.

      Time to get back to reality.

      When pinching myself didn’t work, I slapped my cheek.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Liam sounded angry, taking my hands in his.

      “Trying to wake up. As much fun as this has been, I’m not sure I’m liking where this hallucination is going.”

      Liam gaped at me, but then a grin lit up his face, followed by a rumbling laugh. All I seemed capable of when witnessing this rare event was to stare. He was even more breathtaking when he smiled. The laugh disappeared as suddenly as it had appeared, but I’d never forget how he’d looked, carefree and happy and utterly gorgeous.

      “You’re very much awake. And on your way to Chicago. Call Amara. She’ll tell you you’re not dreaming. Or hallucinating.”

      The only movement I seemed to be capable of in that moment was to blink at him. I’d taken my clothes off in front of Liam. My brain seemed to be shortening out, repeating the words “No clothes” and “Naked” over and over again.

      Oblivious to my mortification, Liam held his phone out, and I took it woodenly, dialing Amara.

      “Cara? Are you there? Quinn?”

      “Zia….” I trailed off, not sure what I should say. Because “Hi, Zia Amara, I’m currently in the car with a man who’s been breaking into my apartment for the past year, and we’re on our way to Chicago” wouldn’t go down so well.

      “Madonna Santa. You’re okay.”

      “I think I’m on my way to Chicago.” My voice sounded as confused as I felt.

      “I know. Liam explained. He’ll keep you safe. Do as he tells you. And say hi to Freya for me.”

      “Are you okay? The restaurant….”

      She made a tutting noise. “We’re all fine. And the restaurant can be rebuilt.”

      A tear slid down my cheek. My restaurant that I’d worked so hard for was damaged if not gone.

      Liam’s arm appeared in my vision, and the phone disappeared out of my hand. He murmured something into it, then hung up.

      “You’ll be okay,” he whispered. “It’s just a building.” His voice was soft, his words comforting.

      If only it was that easy. I couldn’t afford another security deposit. Or to replace all of my kitchen equipment. Not to mention all the chairs, tables, and stock that had been lost.

      The car stopped, and I looked up at the bright lights of the airport.

      Liam opened the door and climbed out, then leaned back in, holding his hand out. His body blocked out the light, giving him a halo. I snorted, since he was as far from a saint as anyone could get.

      Our hands connected, and the same spark that seemed to ignite whenever he was near me traveled up my arm and into my heart, lodging itself deep.

      I guess I’m on my way to Chicago.
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      Liam

      I’ll never forget the image of her perfect body. Every detail of her curves would be etched into my brain for all eternity. I’d barely been able to hold myself back from doing more than look at her. I’d never strived for sainthood, but my restraint in the hospital should get me close.

      Every time I touched her, my inner demons quieted, my body humming in pleasure. If I believed in soul mates, she would have been mine.

      Too bad we were never a possibility. Not only was I engaged to someone else—even if only on paper—I also didn’t want to drag her into my world. She deserved a white picket fence and a fluffy dog.

      And I was definitely not a fluffy dog person.

      Despite my resolve to stay away from her, I didn’t release her hand until she was safely inside my private jet. Dark circles marred her usually flawless skin, and she lacked her usual spark.

      I once again found myself with the desire to take away all her worries. Make her happy. But it wasn’t my place. I’d keep her safe because not doing so wasn’t an option, but I had to make sure I didn’t get any closer than that.

      Settling into the seat next to her—and walking a fine line, since there were ten other seats I could have chosen—I handed her my phone. “I spoke to Paola and Alonso to let them know you’re with me, but they wanted you to call them once you’re on your way.”

      She gaped at me, her rosebud mouth forming an O, drawing my eyes and giving me enough spank material to get me through the next few years.

      “You spoke to my parents?” Her tone had taken on a high pitch, one I couldn’t interpret.

      “I didn’t want them to worry.” My mumbled response was hopefully swallowed up by the engine. I hoped the heat in my cheeks didn’t mean I was blushing.

      Quinn’s face softened, and she gifted me with one of her warm smiles—the one that lit up her whole face. She smiled often, and whenever Freya spoke of her, she described a happy and outgoing person. It still didn’t prepare me for the onslaught of emotions at being the recipient of her attention. “Thank you, Liam. I know you didn’t have to do all this.”

      I waved her off, distracting myself with retrieving my laptop from the bag beside the seat and opening it. The words of the email I was trying to read blurred in front of me, my attention on her musical voice when she talked to her parents and assured them she was okay.

      I’d be taking her to the mansion. It was the safest place, not only from our enemies but also from me. The more people were around, the less likely I’d be to drag her into a dark corner. Because there was no doubt my thin control would slip. The only question was when.

      I wasn’t a good person. But for her I wanted to be. And that included not getting her tangled up in my mess.

      “Scotch?” Melanie, our usual flight attendant, asked. She was leaning in close, having undone enough buttons on her blouse to give me a preview of what I’d already had.

      But even though I’d been there before, I’d never go there again. I didn’t do seconds. And everyone else paled in comparison to the pissed-off-looking siren currently sitting next to me.

      If I’d needed a sign that she might return my feelings, her pointed stare, balled fists, and tight voice would be it. “I’ll have a water,” she said, voice raised to get Melanie’s attention. “And you might want to step back before you poke someone’s eye out.”

      Melanie’s head shot around, but she did step back. “Excuse me?”

      Her voice held venom, and I wondered if her time with us had come to an end.

      Quinn didn’t back down. Instead she sat up straighter, fixing Melanie with a hard stare. “You heard me just fine. Now if you wouldn’t mind doing your job, I’d appreciate it.”

      Melanie gasped. “Mr. Olysses.”

      Not looking at her, I waved her off. “You heard her.”

      Another gasp, but she retreated.

      Quinn sat back with a huff. “She better not open any drinks unless she’s in front of me. I don’t like tasting someone else’s spit.”

      I turned to her with a raised brow, and she let out an embarrassed squeal. “That’s not how I meant it. Some people’s spit is fine. I mean, if it doesn’t come in a drink. But when they’re doing other things. Oh my God, shut up, Quinn.”

      The corner of my mouth lifted into a half smile. I couldn’t say I didn’t enjoy watching her flustered. She was always herself, never pretending or putting on a show. And in my world, that was rare to find.

      “Your scotch, Mr. Olysses.” Melanie held out my glass, and I took it with a nod.

      When she tried handing a glass of water to Quinn, she was met with crossed arms. “Can I please get a sealed water bottle instead?”

      Another huff, but Melanie did as requested. I sent an email to my assistant to find a new flight attendant. Even if I didn’t feel such a strong urge to protect Quinn, I’d never tolerate insubordination or attitude in my employees.

      Quinn pulled out her screen from the armrest and put on a movie. A few minutes later, she let out a tiny snore and her head slumped to the side, landing on my shoulder. I ached to put my arms around her, make her more comfortable. I didn’t have enough control left to push her away, but I’d allow myself this small contact.

      She slept all the way until we touched down, the movement of the plane causing her head to slide down into my lap.

      We both froze for a few seconds before she shot up, nearly headbutting me in the process. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to land in your lap. Or to fall asleep.”

      Fighting myself to not reach out and smooth the crease between her brows, I took a sip of my drink. “I didn’t mind.”

      She shot me a look that I couldn’t decipher. Before she had a chance to respond, the plane came to a stop, and we disembarked.

      As soon as we were in the limo, I called Gabriel, who picked up after the first ring had barely finished. “You back?”

      He sounded anxious, and I was worried that Dad’s condition had deteriorated. “We are. Is everything ready?”

      “Of course.”

      My chest was suddenly tight, but I had to know. “How’s Dad?”

      “Out of surgery. The doctor said his chances are good. You coming back here?”

      I visibly slumped in relief, overwhelmed by the onslaught of emotions that hit me at the thought of anything happening to Dad. The light touch of Quinn’s hand holding mine grounded me.

      “I’ll drop Quinn off, and then I’ll be there.”

      We hung up, and I lowered my phone to my lap, taking a deep inhale. Quinn’s hand in mine felt right. And I didn’t want to let go.

      I’m in so much trouble.

      “Is everything all right with your dad?” Her voice was low, but she didn’t have to speak up for me to hear her, since she was sitting so close.

      “Someone shot him, and he’s in the hospital. His prognosis is good.”

      My tone sounded robotic, but if I thought about what could have happened, I’d go into a murderous rage.

      Quinn gasped. Her hand touched my cheek, and then she pulled me in to her. I closed my eyes at the wave of quiet that enveloped me at the contact. It was an awkward twist, since we were both sitting down, but I wouldn’t have traded this moment for anything.

      Releasing the pent-up breath I seemed to have been holding since Dad was shot, I sank farther into her, our cheeks touching. One of her hands was still holding mine; the other was wrapped around my neck, her fingers lightly caressing my exposed skin.

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispered into my hair.

      Words that would have sounded like a platitude if anyone else had said them burrowed deep inside me. Her voice was full of emotion and sincerity. But I didn’t think Quinn could ever be anything less than sincere.

      When I pulled away, I couldn’t help but kiss her forehead, my lips lingering. My body screamed at me to lean back in, to feel her against me.

      “Liam—” Her voice was barely audible, and her hand still holding mine tightened.

      The car lurched to a stop, halting anything else she wanted to say. I felt both relieved and disappointed.

      “You’ll be safe here.” The door opened, and one of my men appeared, ready to help her out. “I have to go to the hospital.”

      My tone was cold, but I had to douse whatever was simmering between us with cold water. Neither of us would survive the inferno if we let it ignite.

      Her usual happy glow slipped off her face, but she didn’t argue. “Okay. I’ll see you later?” Her tone was hopeful, and I nearly broke.

      “Maybe. I have a lot of work to do. But my family will take good care of you.”

      Nodding, she slid along the seat. “Of course. I appreciate all you’ve done for me.”

      I balled my hands into fists and clenched my teeth at the forced formalities.

      Nim, our housekeeper, was already waiting, greeting her like a long-lost family member. She’d be fine.

      And if I told myself that often enough, I might even believe it.
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      Quinn

      “You must be Quinn,” an older woman with gray-streaked hair greeted me as soon as I was out of the limousine. “Freya talks about you all the time.”

      I held out my hand, and she took it in hers. “I’m Nim, the housekeeper.” She linked her arm with mine and led me into the house. “You must have been so scared, but don’t worry. You’re safe now.”

      The thought that something worse could have happened after the fire started made me shiver.

      Nim rubbed my arm. “Are you cold?” She hastened her steps. “Let’s get you inside. I made pie.”

      We entered a kitchen that smelled of cinnamon and baked apples. The open space held two fridges, a kitchen island big enough to double as a king-size bed, and rows of cupboards and counters. But somehow it managed to seem homely. Maybe it was the cluttered space, half-opened flour, apple peel, and various pots and pans on the stove.

      Nim pulled out a barstool and patted the leather. “Have a seat.” She turned to the counter, looking at me over her shoulder. “Do you want a drink?”

      “I’m okay. But do you think I could call Freya?”

      “Of course, honey.” She held out a cell phone. “You can call from my phone.”

      She brought up Freya’s contact and handed the phone to me. I hit dial, but there was no answer. I left a brief message telling Freya I was thinking about her and her family and letting her know about my phoneless state.

      After I put the phone on the marble counter, I sank into the soft padding of the stool and shook my head. “Do you actually think someone was trying to hurt me?”

      “They most definitely weren’t there for a chat.”

      I startled at the deep voice, clutching the counter to avoid falling off the stool. Sitting back upright, my cheeks flaming from embarrassment, I turned around to see the impossibly handsome face of one of Liam’s brothers.

      “Sorry for startling you,” Jude said, trademark smirk in place. His boyish smile was endearing, and I guessed him to be around my age, making him almost a decade younger than his brother. Liam was in his thirties, something I’d found out from Freya, who always complained that he needed to settle down before he hit forty.

      I remembered Jude from when he came to Freya’s rescue in Ferguson. He looked so much like Liam that he could even be his younger twin. They had the same shade of dark hair and glowing amber eyes. Their sharp, masculine features were nearly identical, though I guessed Liam to be a few inches taller.

      Jude raised an eyebrow at my obvious study of him, and I flushed. He saved the moment from turning awkward by pointing behind him. “Someone give you the tour yet?”

      Lowering my gaze, I tried to calm my heated face. “Not yet.”

      “Come on, then. I’ll show you around.”

      I was curious about the house. The kitchen and foyer had been impressive, and I could only guess at what else there was.

      Nim looked up from cutting peppers. “Jude, honey, what are you doing home? And how is your dad?”

      “He’s out of surgery and stable. His prognosis is good.” His jaw clenched. “And instead of sitting around at the hospital, I thought I’d come back here and entertain our guest.”

      Turning to Jude, I studied the lines around his eyes and the grim set of his mouth.

      He turned in the direction of the winding staircase. “We’ll start from the top. There’s a rooftop garden and a bar if you need a drink after last night.”

      I chuckled, already feeling more relaxed. He seemed much easier going than his older brother. “You know what? A drink sounds perfect.”

      There was nowhere I had to be. For the first time in years, I had a day completely free. No responsibilities.

      Following him up the marble staircase, I brushed my hands across the mahogany banister, feeling the smooth wood. We climbed three floors before walking outside into an oasis. “This is amazing.”

      The rooftop had been completely transformed into a rainforest, most of it encased in glass to keep it safe from the biting wind and cold.

      Jude shrugged. “Can’t take any credit. Freya wanted it, so my parents made it happen. And we have gardeners who take care of the plants.”

      We stopped at a tiki bar set into the middle of the rooftop, nestled in among the plants. There was a pergola with a daybed off to one side and a hot tub on the other.

      Jude noticed the longing look I shot at the bubbling water. “Feel free to use the hot tub. Or anything else in the house.” He rifled through the fridge behind the bar. “We have margarita, beer, or wine. Nobody comes up here now that Freya’s gone, so the choices are a bit limited at the moment. But if you tell Mom what you want, she’ll make sure Nim gets it on her next trip to the store.”

      “Beer, please. And there’s no need to get anything for me. I shouldn’t be here for too long.”

      Jude was too slow to hide the grimace. “You’re Freya’s best friend. In fact, you’re her only friend. And someone found out about you. They’ll do anything to hurt you because you’re connected to us. I’m sorry, but you’ll have to stay until we’ve dealt with the threat.”

      He finished almost all his beer in one go and opened another.

      Pulling myself up to my unimpressive height of five foot three, I fixed him with my best glare that had been known to make my suppliers cry after they thought they could overcharge me. “I have work to get back to.” Hopefully. “A restaurant to run.” Maybe. “And a life to live.” As pathetic a life as it was at the moment, it was still mine.

      He finished his second beer, and I wondered if that was normal for him or if I was going to be calling an ambulance once he collapsed from alcohol poisoning.

      “That’s not possible at the moment,” he said, throwing his empty bottles into a box in the corner.

      I took a healthy gulp of my beer before answering. “So what, you expect me to put my life on hold? I have a business.”

      “You can work from here.”

      Gaping at him, I started to rethink my idea of him being the fun brother. “It’s a restaurant. I can’t cook food or serve guests remotely.”

      Jude shrugged. “You can still make orders, pay invoices, and whatever else you do that’s office work. Besides, it’ll take a while to get back into the building after the fire.”

      The thought that I might not even have a workplace to return to anymore was a sobering reminder of my situation. It also made it that much more important for me to go back and salvage what was left of my business. “One week. No more.”

      I refused to be bullied into anything. No matter how much I liked the house and Freya’s family, there was no way I could sit idle for who knew how long.

      “We’ll see.”

      And with that ominous comment, we continued the tour of the house. He seemed a little more relaxed as we wandered past bedrooms, a small theater, a cigar room, a library, a lot of locked doors, and an indoor pool. Eventually, we made it back to the kitchen, and I wondered why Freya would have ever left.

      “You’re here,” my best friend’s voice sounded from the kitchen entrance.

      Locking eyes, we both squealed at the same time and threw our arms around each other. My beer tilted precariously to the side, but I managed to avoid spilling anything.

      “It’s so good to see you,” I mumbled into her hair, where my face was currently squashed. “And I’m so sorry about your dad.”

      “He’s going to be okay. Mom told us all to go home. She’s staying until he wakes up.” She pulled back, her hands remaining on my arms. “But how are you? I can’t believe you were in a burning building. I’m glad Vlad was there to pull you out.”

      “I’m fine. A little banged up, but nothing a good night’s sleep won’t fix.” I took in her hunched shoulders and dull eyes that missed their usual sparkle. “You look like you could do with a rest as well. You’re not helping anyone by running yourself into the ground.”

      “That’s what I’ve been telling her, but she refused to leave the hospital, until Althea threatened to take her off the approved visitor list.” Gunner, her fiancé, slung an arm around Freya’s shoulders and kissed her head. She leaned into him with a contented sigh.

      “Hey, Gunner,” I greeted him, glad Freya had someone to lean on.

      “Quinn.” He nodded at me. “I hope Liam explained everything to you on the way here.”

      Freya studied me, a frown line appearing on her forehead. “Liam picked you up?”

      “Yeah, he picked me up from the hospital. Why?”

      Turning to Jude, she had a puzzled expression on her face, the frown line deepening. “He went all the way to San Francisco to pick up Quinn?”

      Jude shrugged, then stuffed half a garlic bread in his mouth. “Don’t look at me like I know what’s going on with him. He wouldn’t let anyone else do it.”

      Crumbs flew everywhere, and I was glad I stood far enough away to avoid the spray.

      “Gross, dude,” Freya complained, grimacing. “Did you grow up in a cave?”

      “Ugha, ugha,” he chanted, and with a nod at Gunner, he left.

      Freya accepted the glass of water Nim handed her with a grateful smile. “Thank you, Nim. Gabriel and Liam should be here any minute, and then we can eat.”

      I tensed at the mention of Liam. But as Freya was turned to face Nim, I hoped she didn’t see my reaction.

      I chanced a glance at Gunner, my body going tight as a bowstring to see him studying me. He was great at reading people, and I’d come to realize that he didn’t miss much, if anything.

      “Can I help set the table?” I asked Nim, who was putting the food in big bowls and on serving trays.

      “That would be wonderful. Plates are in the cupboard next to the fridge, and cutlery is in the drawer opposite.”

      I grabbed what I needed, sighing in relief that I could escape Gunner’s scrutiny. Even though I’d done nothing wrong, he always made me feel like the kid who was caught with their hand in the candy jar.

      Nim carried the food in, shooing Freya and me away when we tried to take some of the platters. “You guys sit down and relax. Get yourself another drink.”

      “You want to open some bubbles?” Freya asked, already uncorking a bottle.

      Alcohol sounded great right now, especially since I needed liquid courage to survive dinner with Liam. “Sure. At least a near-death experience is a good excuse to start drinking.”

      She settled in next to me, and we clinked glasses. “We’re going to have so much fun.”

      “This is not a vacation, Freya. Your lives are in danger.” Liam’s gravelly voice made my belly flutter in excitement.

      Freya waved him off, her glass swaying precariously in front of her. “You’re totally overreacting.”

      Liam sat down opposite me, usual scowl in place. “The fire at her restaurant was deliberately set. We know because we picked up Harold and he sang like a bellbird’s mating call.”

      Freya leaned closer, whispering loud enough for everyone to hear, “Liam used to be kind of a nerd. One of his hobbies was birds.” She fake shuddered. “The other one was playing piano. The first year of lessons was brutal.”

      Jude plopped down in the empty chair next to me, and Gabriel took a seat on Liam’s other side. His facial features were similar to his brothers’, but his eyes were a startling blue.

      Liam pulled a platter piled high with meat closer. “Let’s eat. I have to get back to work.”

      His words seemed to be enough to declare open season on the food. I watched the three brothers put enough on their plates to last me three days. Freya stabbed Jude’s hand to get the last piece of steak, his startled yelp ignored in the chaos.

      My plate disappeared only to return filled with food.

      “Did you give her your food?” Gabriel asked, frowning at Liam.

      Liam carefully cut his steak. “She’s a guest. And I didn’t give her all of it.”

      The room was silent, everyone staring at Liam like he was washing his hands in the gravy instead of calmly cutting his food into oddly symmetrical cubes before eating them.

      Freya took advantage of the diverted attention and stole a sausage from Gabriel’s plate and a dumpling from Jude’s.

      The brothers didn’t notice. They were too busy staring at Liam, who ignored them, his attention on me. He pointed at my now-overflowing plate with his fork. “Aren’t you going to eat? You haven’t eaten anything since last night.”

      Not sure what disturbed me more: him being concerned about my eating habits or knowing when my last meal had been. But since I was hungry, I grabbed my fork and dug in.

      Seemingly satisfied, Liam turned back to his own food, and his brothers eventually did the same.

      “You and I are going to talk,” Freya whispered next to me, causing my hand to snap up in surprise. The piece of broccoli I had on my fork flew across the table and landed on Liam’s cheek with a wet smack.

      My breath faltered, and my whole body flushed what must have been a nice scarlet red. “Oh God, I’m so sorry. I don’t know how that happened.”

      His response was drowned out by the roaring laughter around the table.

      Maybe acting like a pathetic fool when it came to Liam was inevitable. I seemed to be unable to control my actions when I was close to him, my body aching to get closer, my head foggy from the desire that seemed to cloud my judgment—and movement.
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      Liam

      With a groan, I stretched my arms up, the lack of sleep and long hours hunched over my computer catching up with me. The house was quiet, the only noise the occasional footsteps of the guards outside.

      It was almost time to meet with Cian. When it came to Quinn, I wasn’t taking any chances. I knew I couldn’t hold her here forever. Not only would she go crazy confined to the house, but I couldn’t concentrate when I knew she was sleeping so close.

      But while I might have given up on denying my feelings for her, I was still fighting the urge to act on them.

      Freya had insisted on putting her on the same floor as us. And the only room available was the guest room next to mine. There was no way I’d get any sleep knowing she was next door.

      A rap on the door forced thoughts of Quinn to the back of my mind. I had to focus. Cian was as ruthless as he was smart. This was not the time to get distracted.

      Ernesto had been a great asset, feeding us information. And from what he’d been reporting, it was unlikely that the Irish were involved. But I wanted to talk to Cian myself, make sure my instincts were still as sharp as ever.

      “Everything ready?” I asked Gabriel, who stood in the doorway.

      “Of course.” He lifted his chin, something he liked to do when he was getting ready to deliver a lecture. For some reason, he seemed to think better of it and just nodded instead. “See you out there.”

      My brothers knew me inside out. We were all close. Worked together. Spent most of our time together. There wasn’t much I could hide from them. And since I seemed to be drawn to Quinn unlike anything I’d ever experienced before, they would soon catch on.

      A noise in the kitchen drew my attention. Drawing my gun, I advanced on silent feet. The guards wouldn’t come inside, and Quinn and Freya were sleeping. Gunner was staying at the house, unwilling to leave Freya. They’d be as safe as they could be while we went out.

      Making my way into the kitchen, I stopped short when I saw the reason for the noise. Quinn was stretching up to reach a glass from one of the cabinets, the creamy skin of her back exposed, her tiny sleep shorts barely covering her delectable ass.

      I holstered my gun, my feet carrying me closer until I was standing right behind her. Reaching up, I pulled a glass down, causing her to jump and knock her head into my jaw.

      Groaning, I stepped back, holding out the glass.

      Quinn took it, setting it on the counter before bending closer, inspecting my jaw. “I’m so sorry. You surprised me.” Her light touch set my skin on fire, my cock standing at attention. The damned thing seemed to be like a compass directed at Quinn, getting excited every time we got close.

      Closing my eyes, I allowed myself a moment to savor her touch. Her sunshine and chocolate scent enveloped me, causing my heart to beat erratically. I’d never smelled anything better.

      Her fingers traveled up my jaw, tracing the light stubble. A shudder racked my body, and her hands disappeared. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you. Again.”

      I opened my eyes and realized how close we were standing. If I leaned down, our lips would meet. I wondered what she tasted like. The desire to find out took over all my senses until I’d clenched my fists so hard, I was sure the nails digging into my palms would draw blood.

      “You didn’t hurt me.” My voice sounded foreign, my tone raspy and crackling with barely contained desire.

      Neither of us moved, Quinn studying my face, her hungry eyes drinking me in. This would all be so much easier if she hated me.

      How do you stay away from someone you desire with every fiber of your being when there’s a chance they feel even a fraction of it as well?

      Her fingers ghosted over my lips, and without thinking, I did what I’d wanted to do since I first met her.

      One brush of our lips and I groaned in ecstasy.

      She pressed closer, her arms winding around my neck, sinking into my hair, holding me to her as if she was afraid I’d step away. But my body wouldn’t obey, even if I wanted to put distance between us. Because I was lost to her and the feelings raging inside my chest.

      One touch of our tongues and my breathing faltered.

      Quinn had shed all hesitation, squirming against me. I pulled one of her legs up, and she wound it around me.

      One taste of her and I was addicted.

      This right here was where I was meant to be. A kiss had always been a means to an end for me. Sex was just an exchange that helped me relax. Now I knew how much better it could be. How wrong I’d been.

      She turned my world upside down. I realized how much she calmed the raging beast inside me. For the first time since I was little, I felt at peace. And I was utterly fucked. Because we could never be.

      And the last thing I wanted was to hurt the thing most precious to me.

      My body screamed in protest when I pulled back, my hands still holding on tight, unwilling to release her completely.

      Taking a shuddering breath, I fought to reclaim my sanity. “I need to go.”

      Dazed, Quinn stared up at me, her hands still buried in my hair.

      Placing one last kiss on her swollen lips, I stepped back without another word, leaving her leaning against the counter, her hair a gorgeous mess, her cheeks flushed. She looked like a goddess. But she wasn’t mine and never could be.

      I didn’t look back, and I didn’t offer an empty excuse.
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        * * *

      

      Jude was already in position, waiting on a roof, ready to take out whoever was necessary. He’d never missed a target, and there wasn’t anyone in Chicago who hadn’t heard of him.

      Jude loved the life he was born into, reveled in it.

      “He’s already inside,” Gabriel murmured as we walked up to the warehouse the meeting would take place in. “And I’m not surprised, since we’re running late.”

      Ignoring his disapproving tone, I buttoned my jacket and tapped the gun strapped to my waist. Initially serving as a reassurance, the move had become a habit.

      We were all carrying. Cian didn’t trust us, and we didn’t trust him.

      “How many?”

      I didn’t have to say anything else. Gabriel knew I wanted to know how many guys Cian had brought with him.

      “Twenty-eight.”

      They outnumbered us. But our guys were the best. And of course, there was always Jude. He was worth at least ten of Cian’s guys.

      “Be prepared for anything,” Gabriel continued.

      I scoffed. “This isn’t my first time.”

      Entering the derelict building, I cursed Cian’s paranoia. We could have met in an office. Or a restaurant. Instead, we were acting like common criminals.

      The dust on the floor was disturbed by footprints from what must have been Cian and his men. I followed the trail they’d left, taking in the men stationed on the open first floor, semiautomatics in hand, ready to shoot if Cian gave the signal.

      “Did you get lost on the way here?” Cian greeted us, sitting in a lone chair, resembling a king on his throne. I bet he’d made one of his men drag it in there.

      Stopping in front of him, I took in the four men at his back. Three of them I’d seen around before, and the fourth one had a close resemblance to Hannibal Lecter. He was staring at me as if he were ready to get out the chainsaw and hack me into tiny pieces. I’d have to keep an eye on him. “Let’s get this over with, shall we?”

      Cian opened his arms wide, his jacket sliding back, revealing the guns strapped to his body. No wonder he needed the chair; it would be difficult to walk upright with that much added weight. He was lean but not overly muscular.

      His ego would be his downfall. Hopefully soon, if my plans panned out.

      “Tell me why we’re here, then, wasting my time.”

      “I want to know who shot my dad.”

      Cian didn’t look surprised. He would most likely have guessed the reason for our meeting.

      “How would I know?” he growled, sitting up straighter. “It wasn’t me, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      Piercing him with a stare, I took in his tight features and rigid posture. He definitely knew something. And I had just the thing to entice him to share with me. “If you tell me what you know, I’ll give you the east district.”

      His features evened out, and I knew I had him. He’d been after more territory for a long time, and I’d given him some when we negotiated last time. He thought I was an idiot for giving up our territory so easily.

      But I didn’t make mistakes. Certainly not twice. He’d always been an arrogant prick. Thinking he was untouchable. Thinking he knew better than everyone else. And I knew how to work it to my advantage.

      “I don’t know who shot your da. But you made a lot of enemies taking out Garret. Any one of them could have done it.”

      I ground my teeth, thinking it might be worth the trouble if I punched him. “You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know. And Garret was a cockroach who needed to be put down.”

      Cian huffed, and the Hannibal Lecter look-alike stepped forward, the muscles in his neck bulging. The movement caused Cian to get up, holding his hand up. “Calm down.”

      Gabriel stepped up next to me, his hand hovering over his gun.

      The tension in the room kept climbing. “I think we’re done here. You obviously don’t know shit, and I’m done wasting my time.”

      Cian shot a look at Hannibal and stood up. “I don’t know where it came from, but someone put a hit out on your da. One million for a kill shot. I heard there’s been a lot of interest.”

      I stilled. Who in their right mind would order a hit on the head of my family? And why hadn’t I heard about this before now? “And you’re only telling me this now?” I growled the words, my beast fighting to break free and kill something.

      He shrugged, looking entirely too unperturbed. “Why would I tell you? We’re not exactly pen pals.”

      Forcing steady breaths into my lungs, I calmed myself enough to talk. “Who put out the hit?”

      “How would I know? I didn’t take the job.”

      Scraping together the last dregs of my patience, I asked another question. “Where was it posted?”

      “Pussycat.”

      I cursed at the mention of the strip club. It was a front for a range of other businesses. I avoided going there as much as possible. It was a cesspit, one I couldn’t show my face at after having had a disagreement with the owner a few years ago that ended with me taking his club apart.

      I would send Jude to talk to him. He could charm a rock into changing color.

      “Anything else you failed to mention?”

      Cian smirked at me. “Nah. Not this time.”

      “Fuck you.”

      I turned to walk out, and he called after me. “You’re welcome. And I’ll be moving into the east district tomorrow, so you better make sure you’re gone.”

      Giving him the finger over my shoulder, I left.

      Getting back into the limo we’d taken, I exhaled. The information was only a small piece of the puzzle. I didn’t know anyone who would be ballsy enough to put out a hit on a member of my family.

      Pouring myself a glass of scotch, I leaned back into the leather seat. Gabriel punched the door, his face a mask of barely contained fury.

      “Why the hell did you give him more ground? I didn’t understand it the first time you did it, and I understand it even less now. He wants to take over, and you’re playing right into his hands.” He shouted the last few words.

      The burn of the scotch traveled down my throat and into my stomach. “Do you think I’d willingly give Cian anything?”

      Gabriel studied me, a grin spreading over his face. “You have a plan.”

      Pouring him a glass, I nodded. “I have a plan.”

      He relaxed back into the seat, taking a hefty gulp of the $600-a-bottle drink I’d handed him. “Well, don’t keep me in suspense. Talk.”

      “There’ll be a police raid in a few days.”

      Gabriel gaped at me. “You cunning bastard. You gave him properties that would be useless to us anyway.”

      “The feds were breathing down my neck. I needed to give them something. The warehouses will be useless by the end of the week.” Finishing my drink, I poured myself more. “Why did you think I made you go all the way out to Rockford? It wasn’t for the dinosaur exhibit.”

      Gabriel had something on his mind, his intense study of me telling me I wouldn’t like what he said next. “I don’t know why you do what you do half the time. But I trust you. You’re my brother. We’re blood.” He clapped me on the back, nearly spilling my drink. “And because we’re family, I can’t stay back and watch you make the biggest mistake of your life.”

      I finished my drink, hoping the alcohol would mellow me out. Gabriel had a knack for reading people, and he was the most direct person I’d ever met. He didn’t sugarcoat anything. Something I appreciated about him. But when it was aimed at me, it wasn’t always welcome.

      Filling his glass and mine, I nodded. “Well, spit it out, then.”

      “Quinn isn’t for our world. It’ll chew her up until there’s nothing left. You need to let her go.”

      We locked eyes. Gabriel knew me inside out. He was my second. So it wasn’t a surprise that he’d picked up on my obsession. But I hoped he didn’t know how deep it went.

      “I’ll only say this once and trust we never have to speak of it again: Don’t ever mention her. She’s none of your business.”

      Shaking his head, he sighed. “You know this can only end one way. Besides, since when have you let pussy cloud your judgment?”

      It took everything I had left in me not to lunge at him. “Don’t ever refer to her as pussy again. This conversation is over.”

      We sat in silence for the remainder of the car ride. I knew Gabriel was right. And he’d only said what he did because he had our family’s best interest at heart. Something I’d chosen to ignore when it came to Quinn.

      But I couldn’t be that selfish any longer. I had to stay away from her, no matter how impossible it seemed. Quinn wasn’t meant for me and never would be.
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      Quinn

      Three days. Nearly seventy hours. That was how long it’d been since I’d last seen Liam. After giving me the hottest kiss of my life, the bastard had disappeared. And I couldn’t help but think he stayed away because he regretted what happened.

      I should have known better. Not only was he about to take over as the head of the biggest crime family in Chicago, but he could have anyone he wanted. He had money, power, influence, and was scorching hot.

      The unhealthy infatuation I had with him needed to stop. It was time to go back to San Francisco. There had been no more threats since I’d arrived in Chicago. My family hadn’t had any issues. The fire was most likely a one-off.

      We were still waiting for the damage to the restaurant to be assessed, but there was plenty I could do in the meantime. And as soon as they released the building, we could start reconstruction.

      Freya hadn’t left my side, doing her best to keep me entertained. But while I loved her like a sister, her constant attention was becoming stifling. She’d also been relentless in her pursuit of finding out if there was anything going on between Liam and me.

      And watching her with Gunner was difficult, no matter how happy I was for my friend. She’d found her person. The one she could trust, who always had her back and worshipped the ground she walked on.

      She was also busy planning their wedding, her enthusiasm infectious. In an effort to distract myself, I’d become so invested that I currently found myself arguing with her about whether her invitations should be satin or white.

      If anyone had asked me before today, I’d have said, “Who cares?” because they both looked the same. But now I was ready to defend my preference to the bitter end.

      Holding up the satin sample, I waved it over my head. “Satin is classy. Look at this pearly sheen. It’s perfect for a wedding invitation.”

      Freya held up the white sample. “But isn’t white the best color for a wedding?”

      “Since when do you care about tradition? You’re planning on wearing a red dress. And satin is still white anyway.”

      She sighed, dropping the sample. “I don’t even know why I’m arguing about the color of my invitations since I don’t give a shit. Mom was supposed to take care of everything. She was so excited.” She stared unseeing out the window.

      Taking her hand, I squeezed. “And I’m sure she’ll take over again once your dad is better. Didn’t they say he can come home today?”

      Freya snorted. “He’s not supposed to leave the hospital, but Liam thinks they can’t protect him there, so they’ve put together a hospital room here. It only took this long because they couldn’t get a heart monitor until this morning.”

      I’d been wondering about all the people coming and going, but since I didn’t know what was normal, I hadn’t questioned it. “I’m sure being at home will help with his recovery.”

      “I hope so.”

      She’d gone to the hospital every day with her brothers. I’d stayed behind, not wanting to intrude.

      “When’s Gunner coming over?” I asked, hoping she didn’t sniff out my ulterior motive for wanting to find out.

      “Tonight. He had to go to New York this morning.”

      “You think he would agree to put an alarm system in my apartment so I can go back?”

      Freya’s eyes filled with tears, and her bottom lip trembled. “You don’t like it here?”

      Squeezing her hand again, I rushed to reassure her. “I love it here. But I need to get back to my life. I don’t think anyone would harm me for being friends with you.”

      She brushed the few tears away that had escaped. “I guess so. Not sure if Liam would agree, though. And he has final say.”

      It was my turn to snort. “Your brother can’t tell me what to do. And since when do you let him dictate to you?”

      “Since some madman tried to kill Dad.” After she choked out the words, she burst into tears again.

      “Shit, sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you. How about I stay for a few more days, and then we’ll reassess?”

      She nodded, hiccupping from her short but intense crying. She’d been more emotional than usual lately. But I guess your dad nearly dying would play havoc on anyone’s emotions. “He’ll need time to install the system anyway.” She threw the white invitation on the table. “Let’s do something fun. I’m sick of looking at different shades of white.”

      “Pool?”

      Freya’s face lit up. “Sounds great. I’ll bring the margaritas if you organize the snacks.”

      I followed her out of the room, smiling at her exuberance. “Deal. And make it a big one.”

      Shooting me a thumbs-up, she disappeared around the corner.

      I raided the kitchen, coming out with chocolate chip cookies, chocolate bars, and pickled peppercorns that both Freya and I had become addicted to.

      With my arms full, I left the kitchen and was crossing the entrance hall when the door opened. Three bodyguards, Freya’s mom and dad, and Gabriel came inside, followed by what looked like a nurse and doctor. Freya’s dad was in a wheelchair, his face twisted in pain, her mom holding his hand.

      I froze in my tracks, watching the group as they fell silent once they spotted me.

      “Hi, everyone,” I called, forcing a smile on my face, sweat breaking out on my forehead and back. I was only a guest, after all. A guest who had raided their pantry.

      Gabriel was the first to break the silence. “Someone’s hungry.”

      “It’s for Freya as well,” I blurted, cringing at how loud I sounded.

      Gabriel grinned at me, then swept his arm out to his right. “Quinn, meet my dad, Constantine, and my mom, Althea.”

      Lifting my arm to wave, I remembered too late that I needed both hands to hold all the food. Everything went tumbling down, landing with a loud splat at my feet. I stood still, my eyes wide in embarrassment at my clumsiness. Worst first impression ever.

      Constantine’s chuckle was the only sound in the monstrous entry hall; everyone else stared at me as if I were dancing on a pole instead of standing amid food.

      “I’m so sorry. I’ll get this out of your way.” Bending down, I collected my bounty. Gabriel surprising me by getting down next to me and picking up what I’d dropped.

      Once everything was safely back in my arms, I rushed out, hoping they’d given Mr. Olysses strong drugs at the hospital and he wouldn’t remember what had happened.

      The rest of the day was much more relaxing. We hung out at the pool, drank margaritas, and ate entirely too much food. When my nose was slightly burnt and I felt about five pounds heavier, I decided to call it a day.

      “But we haven’t even been in the hot tub yet,” Freya pouted, fluttering her lashes at me and smiling to try and change my mind.

      Holding up my hands, I wiggled them at her. “I’m done. My hands and feet could double for raisins, and I’m one margarita away from becoming a cautious tale. And I remember your mom saying we all had to be at dinner at six.”

      Freya ducked under the water while I pulled myself out. Towel safely wrapped around me, I left her to pout. I’d already made a bad impression on her parents; no need to make things worse by showing up late for dinner.

      The pool was at the other end of the house to where my room was, and I had to get past the entrance hall again. Praying nobody was around, I rushed through hallways and past closed doors, shivering in the air-conditioned house.

      Each step on the freezing tile floor made me flinch. My thoughts were on a hot shower and pulling on two pairs of socks, something I’d started doing on day two of my stay in the ice castle.

      Not paying attention to anything but ways to get my body to warm up, I didn’t see the door opening in front of me and smacked into it.

      I fell back with a grunt, landing hard on the ground.

      “What the hell are you doing walking right in front of the doors?” Liam yelled, then threw himself down next to me, taking my face in his hands. “You’re bleeding.”

      “Doors usually open inward. How would I know you guys decided to do things differently?”

      The door to mine and Freya’s bedroom opened inward. As did every other door I’d ever encountered.

      “We installed bookshelves along the walls of the library, and the doors wouldn’t open all the way anymore, so we had to change them.” He prodded my face, cringing every time I flinched.

      Batting him away, I attempted to get up. One of his hands was holding my own, and the other arm was around my waist, practically lifting me off the floor. He ignored my attempts to get him to back off. “I’m fine. Nothing’s broken. The blood will wash off in the shower.”

      He froze at the last word, and his Adam’s apple visibly moved when he swallowed.

      “You need ice.” His voice had taken on a husky note that instantly sent shivers down my body. I committed the sound to memory.

      “I’m fine. Honestly.” I wiped at my nose, and only a little bit of blood came away. “See, it’s hardly bleeding.”

      “Let me take care of you. Please.” There was that husky voice again, his lids lowered. I could almost pretend we were about to embark on something much more scandalous than stopping a bleeding nose.

      He was standing close enough for me to make out the rapid rise and fall of his chest. It would be so easy to put my hands on his hard pecs.

      My fingers twitched with the need to touch him.

      Clearing his throat, Liam walked us to a bathroom a few doors down. We squeezed into the small space that only held a toilet and sink. He opened the cabinet behind the mirror and revealed enough bandages, tape, and iodine to stock a pharmacy.

      He closed the lid on the toilet and sat me down, my body obeying like the pathetic little sucker it was. Tilting my head forward, I noticed there was no more blood dripping off my nose.

      Liam knelt in front of me, wiping my face. Every one of his light touches burned into my skin, making the room feel stifling.

      When he leaned closer, his breath ghosting over my face, a needy groan escaped me before I could push it back down into the vault I reserved for my pesky feelings for Liam.

      He stilled, the hand that was holding the cloth hovering over my face. “Did I hurt you? Should I call a doctor? Maybe you did break your nose.”

      His phone was in his hand, eyes flitting over my face.

      Putting my hand over his, I shook my head. “I’m fine. The bleeding has already stopped and it’s barely hurting.”

      After studying me for a few seconds, he relented and slipped his phone back into his pocket.

      “Do you want a glass of water?” Liam’s question startled me, the sudden movement causing the knot on my towel to loosen enough to slip down my body.

      Liam’s breathing sped up until he sounded like he was running a marathon. I sat frozen, caught in his heated stare. Neither of us moved, the silence so charged I felt abuzz with tension.

      Or maybe it was being this close to him that made me feel as if I’d put my hand on an electric wire.

      How did he elicit a response so absolute, so intense in its nature that I would forever feel its ghost whispering over me? He wasn’t even my type. I usually went for blond, tanned, and easygoing guys. Liam was dark in looks and nature and the furthest one would ever get from easygoing.

      Yet the attraction and undeniable pull I felt whenever we were in the same room was becoming harder and harder to resist. Especially after I knew how great his kisses were.

      “I should be fine now,” I said instead of responding to his question.

      The sudden need to put as much distance between us as possible became all I could think about. He wasn’t interested in me, and my silly crush was turning into an unhealthy obsession. I’d never survive the mortification of throwing myself at him a second time only for him to reject me.

      I stood up, intent on getting past him and out of the bathroom.

      “Are you sure?” Liam stood up with me, crowding me against the toilet.

      “Absolutely. Thanks for patching me up.” Hoisting up my towel, I stepped past him, shuddering at the feel of his suit brushing over my breasts.

      His arm on my belly stopped me.

      “Quinn.” My name on his lips sounded like a promise. It made me feel special. Important.

      With a shuddered inhale, I tipped my head back. Liam’s mouth crashed down on mine, his lips devouring me, his teeth scraping over my lips. The delicate thread pulling me in his direction grew into an iron chain, wrapping me up and anchoring me to him. I wound my arms around him, uncaring about my towel slipping.

      My skimpy bikini was the only barrier between us, and I squirmed with the need to take it off.

      His hands worshipped me while his mouth slayed me. I couldn’t help but rub myself against his suit, the feel of the soft fabric on my naked skin enough to cause wetness to pool between my legs.

      With a tortured groan, he walked me backward until I was flush against the sink. He lifted me onto the counter, his body never losing contact with mine, his mouth traveling to my neck.

      His hands seemed to be everywhere, tracing my skin, leaving me flushed and wanting for more. His fingers sank into my hot center without warning. It was like he already knew my body, every touch and caress lighting me on fire.

      I rocked against him, my movements uninhibited. The only thought on my mind: more. I couldn’t get enough of his mouth, his fingers, and the feel of his body under my hands.

      Not recognizing myself, I moaned against his shoulder where I’d buried my head. His mouth wandered over the swells of my breasts, pulling the triangles of my bikini down.

      Panting, I shuffled closer, my body searching his in a desperate bid for more. I was aching, cresting closer and closer to a release.

      My feelings should have scared me, but any fears of my visceral reaction to this man were fleeting, soon overtaken by the feel of his mouth and hands.

      And when I thought I couldn’t feel any more, couldn’t climb any higher, he lightly bit my nipple, and I shattered into a thousand pieces.

      “Liam.” I sighed, unable to lift my head from his shoulder.

      Something cracked, and when I lifted my head, I saw he’d half broken the towel rack off the wall.

      His mouth and other hand dropped from my body, leaving me cold and bereft. He released the half-attached metal rods and stepped back. Buttoning his shirt, he tucked it back into his pants, once more looking like the untouchable king he was. “I apologize. This won’t happen again.”

      His expression was again closed off. He handed me my towel, then turned and left me in the bathroom with his touch imprinted on my body like a brand.
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        * * *

      

      I arrived at dinner early, unable to stay in my room and alone with my thoughts any longer. My feelings were doing some kind of fertility dance, while my head was desperate to come up with a banishing spell.

      Freya’s parents were already seated at the table, chatting in low voices.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Olysses,” I greeted them. They looked up, Mr. Olysses having regained some of his color.

      Mrs. Olysses patted the seat beside her with a warm smile. “Quinn, take a seat. And call me Althea.”

      As soon as my butt hit the seat, Nim appeared, holding my favorite shiraz. “Wine?”

      The bottle was three hundred dollars—something I’d looked up because I was thinking of adding it to the wine list at the restaurant, until I saw the price— and tasted like someone had hand-watered each grape and then gently squashed them, only to sing sweet songs to the bottles while they fermented.

      “Thank you, Nim. That would be lovely.”

      She poured my glass with a wink, knowing how much I loved the wine since I wouldn’t shut up about it.

      Taking a sip, I sighed in bliss as the fruity flavor hit my tongue.

      “How are you enjoying your time here so far? I trust the boys and Freya made you feel welcome?” Althea asked, taking a sip of her own wine.

      “It’s been lovely. Thank you so much for opening your home to me.”

      Mr. Olysses grunted. “Don’t even mention it. We’re the reason you’re in danger in the first place, so it’s our responsibility to make sure you’re safe.”

      Putting my glass down, I gave myself a quick pep talk before responding. “Do you think I’m still in danger? There haven’t been any threats since, and I’m keen to go home.”

      If I could convince Mr. Olysses to let me go, then surely Liam had to comply.

      “Not sure if that’s a good idea, but we’ll talk about it when Liam gets here. He’s in charge of security.”

      Isn’t there anyone left in this house who doesn’t defer to Liam when it comes to making decisions?

      “Of course.” There seemed no point in pushing the issue. And I wasn’t a prisoner. If Gunner agreed to install extra security at my apartment, I’d go home, no matter what Liam said.

      “Freya tells me you own a restaurant,” Althea said, clearly sensing that we needed a change of topic. “And that your cooking is the best she’s ever tasted.”

      I flushed, loving that Freya thought so highly of my skills. “I’d be happy to cook for you while I’m here.”

      Althea nodded. “That sounds amazing.” She turned to her husband, taking his hand.

      Mr. Olysses smiled at his wife, lifting their clasped hands to his mouth and kissing her knuckles.

      I couldn’t help but watch their exchange, thinking how much they looked to still be in love.

      “Never fear, your favorite son is here,” Jude announced his presence. He greeted his mom with a kiss to the cheek, then put his hand on his dad’s shoulder. “How’s it going, old man? Willing to share your drugs yet, or do you still insist on keeping them to yourself?”

      “Jude,” his mom chastised. “You know those pills aren’t meant for recreational purposes. And I counted them, so don’t think you can sneak in there and take some.”

      Sitting down opposite me, he shrugged, a sheepish grin on his face. “Worth a try. Things have been getting boring around here with Liam keeping the peace with everyone. All he does is talk it out instead of using good old violence.” He looked at his dad. “Not even you getting shot made him lose his cool.”

      “That’s because your brother is a born leader. Stop giving him so much shit and support him. He needs to know you have his back.”

      “Always,” Jude vehemently vowed. “Doesn’t mean I have to agree with everything he does.” He turned to me then, a mischievous spark glinting in his eyes. “So, Quinn, any idea what happened to the bathroom near the library?”

      “Why would I know?” I asked, my voice too high-pitched, my body betraying me and making it abundantly clear to everyone that I definitely knew something.

      Three sets of eyes homed in on me, and I squirmed in my seat.

      Jude coughed out a laugh. “Gabriel saw you and Liam go inside.”

      “He was helping me with a bloody nose.”

      Which was the truth, even if I left out the part where I nearly ripped Liam’s clothes off and barely held myself back from licking him from top to bottom. And of course the part where he gave me the best orgasm of my life and then left.

      Althea gasped. “Oh, dear, are you all right? Did you call a doctor?”

      “No need,” I reassured her. “I’m totally fine. Took a door to the face, but no permanent damage.” I wiggled my nose. “See? All good.”

      Freya bounded inside, Gunner right behind her. “What’s for dinner?”

      Althea accepted a cheek kiss from her daughter and Gunner, and after greeting her dad, Freya skipped over to the chair next to me, Gunner settling in on her other side.

      Freya took a glass of Chianti from Nim, lifting it in a toast before taking a sip. “Did we interrupt something? You all look serious for family dinner.”

      “We’re talking about Quinn and Liam disappearing into a bathroom together,” Jude explained.

      Narrowing my eyes at him, I growled, hoping my red cheeks didn’t give me away. “I told you it was because he helped me with a bloody nose.”

      Jude held his hands up with a smirk. “Hey, I’m only repeating what I was told.”

      Freya eyed me, and I knew there’d be another inquisition in my future. “What happened to your nose?”

      “Door to the face,” Jude answered for me.

      Shooting him a glare, I wondered if it was rude to kick his shin. “It was an accident.”

      “What was an accident?” Gabriel was a lot less exuberant in his entrance than Freya, looking like he didn’t have a care in the world.

      I pointed to my nose. “I had a bloody nose. But it was an accident, and I’m perfectly fine now.”

      “Is that why you disappeared into the bathroom with Liam?”

      Groaning, I buried my head in my hands. “You guys are the worst gossips.”

      “Where’s Liam?” Althea cut in, shooting her sons a warning look. “I hope he’s not still working.”

      Gabriel grabbed a roll out of one of the three baskets on the table. “Probably. But I say we start without him.”

      Althea slapped his hand, and he dropped the roll on the table.

      “Mom,” he whined. “I’m hungry.”

      “You can wait until everyone’s here. You won’t starve to death if you wait another five minutes.”

      He grumbled something under his breath but didn’t reach for the bread again.

      “Why did you go into the bathroom with Liam?” Freya whispered next to me. She’d leaned in, her arm pressed to mine.

      “He helped me with my bloody nose. It’s no big deal.”

      An involuntary shiver took over my body at the thought of the bathroom. I wished everyone would stop talking about it.

      She snorted. “That’s what you think. But we’re talking about Liam here. He doesn’t just help someone.”

      She wasn’t the only one confused by Liam’s actions. He went from scorching hot to frigid Antarctic cold in a single instant. But I refused to read anything into his actions, his earlier rejection still a painful reminder why it was better to banish him from my thoughts.

      “It still doesn’t mean anything.”

      Freya sat back in her seat, folding her napkin over her lap. “If you say so.”

      Thankfully, we were interrupted by Liam’s arrival. Gabriel dove for three of the rolls with an exaggerated groan. “Finally. I’m starving.”

      Liam took the seat opposite his dad, as far away as he could get from me, his gaze not once straying in my direction.

      There goes Freya’s theory that his actions meant anything.

      He barely acknowledged me throughout dinner, and I sank farther and farther into my seat, gulping down the wine as if the bottom of my glass held all the answers. A bottom I’d never get to since Nim kept pouring more with a wink as soon as I was half empty.

      I sighed in relief when Liam’s phone rang and he excused himself. Gabriel and Jude disappeared shortly after.

      Freya leaned back in her seat with a sigh, patting her belly. “I don’t think I can move. Dessert was too much.” Turning to me, she eyed my half-eaten sundae. “Want to watch a movie?”

      “Sure. Sounds good.” I pushed my sundae her way. “Want to finish my dessert?”

      Freya grinned and dove in. Gunner excused himself, and I stood up as well. “Meet in the theater room?”

      She nodded, engrossed in worshipping my ice cream.

      I hastened my steps, hoping to catch Gunner. “Gunner,” I called when I saw him about to disappear behind a corner. “Can I talk to you?”

      He stopped, studying me with his intense gaze.

      I swear the guy can read minds.

      “Sure. What’s up?”

      “I want to go home.”

      He nodded, not looking surprised. “I gathered that. But not sure the Olysseses agree.”

      “I don’t need them to agree. I need you to put in a security system at my apartment. I’m not a prisoner, and I need to get back to my life.”

      Putting his hands on his hips, he looked at the ceiling, muttering something under his breath that sounded a lot like “Stubborn females are going to put me in an early grave.”

      “I guess there’s no way to change your mind?” he asked after a moment.

      “None. I need to go home. I’m nobody important. The fire and Harold were a fluke.”

      Gunner sighed. “You’re as close to the family as you can get without marrying into it. If they’re ready to take out Constantine, then they won’t hesitate to use you to get to them. Don’t underestimate your value.”

      I blinked at him, definitely not having visions of Liam waiting for me at the altar. Or me walking down in a champagne princess gown with a long train. And I certainly wasn’t thinking of the pretty flowers I’d be holding—pink peonies, white roses, and baby’s breath. And that was exactly the reason I had to get out of here. Whatever it was I felt for Liam wasn’t healthy.

      Pushing my visions of a wedding that would never happen to the darkest corner of my mind, I put my hands on my hips. “Will you help me?” Pulling myself up taller, I locked eyes with him. “You should know I’ll go home either way.” But I’d feel a lot better about my decision if I knew my apartment was secured.

      Gunner shook his head, and I knew I had him. “I’m going to regret this, but I’ll send someone out there tomorrow. Give me three days.”

      My body sagged in relief. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t mention it.” He held up his hand when I tried to protest. “No, really. Don’t mention it. Especially not to Liam. They’ll be mad enough as it is. No need to announce anything before it’s actually happened.”

      And with that ominous statement, he left, muttering curses under his breath. But my last encounter with Liam had strengthened my resolve to get back home.

      I was a poster child for bad decisions, and Liam had “wrong way, turn back” written all over him.
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      Liam

      The door creaked open, and I didn’t need to turn around to know who it was. Dad had been as restless as me. And for the past three nights, he’d come into my study to sneak a glass of scotch.

      Studying the dark backyard, I swirled the amber liquid in my glass. “Still can’t sleep?”

      “Not sure I’ll be able to sleep until we catch the asshole who did this to me.”

      The clinking of ice on glass sounded behind me, and then Dad stepped up next to me. There wasn’t much to see outside besides the pool; the rest of the property was hidden in inky darkness.

      If Quinn knew my office overlooked the pool, I was sure she wouldn’t be out there as much. But catching glimpses of her was what got me through the day.

      “We’re getting closer. Jude has a name, and he’s checking a few leads with Gabriel tonight.”

      Thanks to Jude, we now knew who had hired the assassin, but we didn’t know why. The name didn’t sound familiar to any of us, so we had to find the guy and make him talk. Luckily, that was Gabriel’s expertise.

      “It’s time, son.”

      My body locked up, and a swirl of emotions hit me. Euphoria. Regret. Doubt. Resignation. Back to regret.

      This was the moment that was supposed to be one of the most important and happiest of my life. And while I was proud to have gotten to this stage, taking over as head of the family also meant everything would change.

      And Quinn would move further out of my reach.

      A hand on my arm startled me. “That’s not the reaction I was expecting. What’s going on?”

      Turning to face my dad, I took a sip of my whiskey. “Nothing.”

      “This is what you’ve been training for your whole life. As soon as we swear you in, you’ll be the head of the biggest, most influential family in Chicago. Yet all I see is regret.”

      There wasn’t much he missed. And reading people well was one of the things that had made him so successful.

      “Things have changed.”

      “It’s Quinn, isn’t it?” He nodded, taking another sip of his drink. “You know in this life we don’t get to choose.”

      There was no point denying anything. “I know. Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      “Althea and I are happy.”

      Theirs had been an arranged marriage, and they’d been one of the lucky ones who had fallen in love. But that rarely ever happened. Mistresses and affairs were common in our world. Expected.

      Yet I’d always hoped for more. Especially after seeing how in love Mom and Dad were. I’d always wanted something like that for myself. But hopes and dreams were for the weak, and I had to be strong to take on my new role.

      “I know.”

      “You can still be happy. And the marriage can be on paper only. Nothing’s stopping you from finding Quinn once the dust settles.”

      I let out a bitter laugh. He made it sound as if this was one of his business transactions. “Except I’ll be married, and I’d be cheating on my wife. Besides, I’d never put Quinn through that. Making her the other woman. If I’m married, I’m committed.”

      “Don’t make any hasty decisions yet. See how it all plays out first.”

      That was the last thing I wanted to do. I liked to take action. And I knew with absolute certainty that if I got married, there would never be anything between Quinn and me. She had strong morals and was ready to fight for what she believed in. She would never become a mistress. And I didn’t want her to. She deserved to have the world handed to her, not be someone’s dirty little secret.

      “I can’t.” My voice sounded as tortured as I felt. This was all wrong. How was I supposed to go through with it?

      “You’ll have to. The contract is ironclad. If you break it, the Russians will come for us. And they won’t stop until they have our heads. Do you want to put your mother and sister through that?”

      No matter what decision I made, someone would suffer. At least if I went through with the marriage, I’d be the only one suffering. After the way I’d treated Quinn, she’d move on without a backward glance, if she hadn’t already.

      “Of course not.”

      Dad walked to the leather couch that sat in front of the fireplace and took a seat. His gait was still unsteady, his hands shaky. He needed to rest more.

      He cleared his throat to regain my attention. “You always knew this would happen.”

      I did. But nothing could have prepared me for it. “Back then I didn’t know how things would change.”

      Or how I would come to despise having my choice taken away from me. Who I’d marry should be the least of my worries right now. We were on the brink of war. And before I met Quinn, I wouldn’t have given it a second thought. Now it was all I could think about.

      “Maybe it’s a good thing she took the decision out of your hands, then.”

      My blood froze in my veins. “What do you mean?”

      “She left this afternoon.”

      The glass in my hand exploded, the shards cutting my skin. The pain didn’t register. “And you’re only telling me this now?”

      “It’s for the best.”

      “For who? You? The business?”

      “For you, son. You need to let her go. Maybe in a year you can revisit this.”

      He sounded so clinical about it. I always thought out of all my siblings, I was the most similar to Dad. But maybe I’d been wrong.

      Without a second thought, I left, ignoring Dad’s calls for me to stop. Blood dripped on the white tiles, but I ignored it, the need to get answers too great. And I knew who would have them.
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        * * *

      

      I burst into Freya’s bedroom, the door smacking against the wall. She watched me with an open mouth as I tore through her space. “Where is she?”

      Freya narrowed her eyes at me and crossed her arms over her chest. She’d gotten up from where she’d been sitting on the floor, sorting through photos. “You don’t get to rush into my room. What if I was in here with Gunner?”

      I cringed at the thought, but I’d known Gunner wasn’t here. I made a point to know everyone’s movements. Except Quinn had slipped through undetected. Someone’s head would roll for that one.

      A finger poked my chest, and I frowned at my sister. “And who are you talking about?”

      Freya usually got away with a lot. I loved her. She was my baby sister, and I did everything I could to make sure she was safe and happy. But in that moment, none of that mattered. All I could think about was Quinn leaving. I wasn’t ready. It was too early. I needed more time.

      “Quinn. Where is she?” I repeated, enunciating each word.

      Freya frowned, taken aback. “She went home.”

      Rage overtook all my senses, and with a roar, I swiped everything off her desk. Papers, her laptop, and pens went flying.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” she shrieked, pushing me. I didn’t even register her hits, images of Quinn’s lifeless body burning themselves into my brain. She wasn’t safe out on her own.

      Holding Freya’s hands, I fought back control. “If anything happens to her, it’s on you for not telling me what was going on.”

      Rolling her eyes, she pointedly looked at the mess on the floor. “Nothing will happen to her. Gunner made sure her apartment is locked up tighter than a bank, and he has cameras all over the building.”

      I was still breathing hard, but at least the red haze was slowly receding. “Whoever is trying to hurt us found out about her. She’s in danger on her own.”

      Freya threw her arms up. “Nobody’s ever gone after friends. Only family and people we’re involved with. Why would they go after Quinn?”

      She faltered on the last words, her eyes taking me in. “Don’t tell me she falls into the latter category.”

      I turned around, pulling my phone out. I had to get to San Francisco. Now. Nothing else mattered.

      “Liam,” Freya called after me. “What the hell have you done?”

      Nothing yet. But I intended to change that.
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        * * *

      

      The low hum of the plane usually calmed me, but tonight, all it did was remind me that I was still in the air instead of in San Francisco. The scotch did nothing to distract from the throbbing in my hand. I’d pulled out the glass that had been stuck in my palm, causing it to bleed again, and had strapped it up with one of the many first-aid kits we had stashed everywhere.

      It probably needed stitches, but that would mean a delay getting to Quinn, and that was unacceptable.

      Blood dripped through the bandage and onto the white leather seat. Why did she leave without telling me?

      The glass in my hand trembled from my barely restrained rage. How has she worked herself so far under my skin?

      I clenched my bleeding hand, relishing the fresh wave of pain it brought. The thought of her anywhere but with me makes the pain in my hand seem like a scratch.

      “Mr. Olysses,” the annoyingly perky voice of Melanie sounded next to my ear. “What happened? Are you okay?”

      She dropped to her knees in front of me, cradling my injured fist in her hands. I barely registered her touch or the view of her generous cleavage. She removed my hastily wrapped bandage and gasped before rushing off, only to come back with enough supplies to clean ten wounds.

      She washed off the blood with a wet cloth, then applied salve before bandaging it properly. Her chatter filled the air around me the whole time, but I didn’t pay any attention.

      As soon as she was finished, I pulled my hand back, not wanting her to touch me any longer than necessary.

      She leaned down, close enough for me to smell her floral perfume and for her breasts to brush my arm. “Do you want me to get you pain pills? Or another drink?”

      “That will be all.”

      She startled at the dismissive tone in my voice. Her replacement couldn’t arrive soon enough.

      Once I was alone again, I pulled out my laptop. I’d been obsessively checking the cameras I had installed around her building, but there had been no movement. I also had a guy sitting in front of her apartment block, but he hadn’t set eyes on her yet either.

      But unless I saw for myself that she was okay, I’d go crazy with playing worst case scenarios in my head. I stared at the screen for nearly twenty minutes before finally opening my emails. I had work to do if I wanted Quinn to agree to come back with me.

      Because she would come back with me. But I’d prefer her to do it because she wanted to, not because she was tied up and didn’t have a choice.
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      Quinn

      The swish of clothes startled me awake. The chair in the corner creaked. I tensed, ready to jump out of bed and make a run for it. Had I been foolish to leave the safety of the Olysses mansion behind?

      My phone was in the kitchen. Or maybe the bathroom. But since my apartment was small, my chances of making it outside were good. And Gunner had cameras out there. He’d send help. I just had to make it there.

      Then the familiar scent of toasted almond and coffee surrounded me, and all my limbs relaxed.

      Once I had control of my body back, I sat up. No more pretending I didn’t know he was there. These visits had to stop. And I had to talk to Gunner about his supposedly unbreachable security system. “What are you doing here?” My voice was scratchy, my patience nearly used up.

      What the hell is he thinking showing up like this?

      The dark figure sitting in the chair straightened. “You’re awake.”

      I couldn’t figure out if he sounded pleased or surprised.

      “You know, normal people would have knocked on my door.”

      “I’m not normal.”

      I snorted, praying for patience. “Why are you here?” Maybe if I rephrased my question he’d finally respond.

      “You left without telling me.”

      He always kept his emotions carefully hidden, but tonight his voice was tinged with anger.

      “I didn’t realize you were my keeper.”

      He leaned forward. “Now you know.” He tapped his leg, a nervous tic I’d never seen on him before. “Let’s go. Someone will pack your things for you.” His leg stilled, but I didn’t think that was a good sign. “Or you can purchase new things once we get back to Chicago. Your choice.”

      I gaped at him, wondering if he’d smoked some of Jude’s weed. “No.” I was proud of myself for sounding assertive. “There’s no need to pack, since I’m staying here.”

      My voice only wavered at the end, but there was nobody who wouldn’t quiver when faced with Liam’s anger.

      He stood up, his long strides bringing him to the edge of my bed in a few steps. Leaning down, he rested his hands on either side of my body, caging me in. “No?”

      Thrusting my chin up, I held his stare. “I’m not going with you. I have to get the restaurant back up and running. I can’t do that from Chicago.”

      The vein in his neck throbbed, and I fisted my hands to stop them from reaching out. He leaned closer, bringing us almost nose to nose. “But I have to go back to Chicago.”

      All it would take was a slight movement to bring our mouths together. Something I’d dreamed of doing again since he’d left me in the bathroom. But also something I’d been reprimanding myself about since then. Thankfully, reason won out this time, and I didn’t move. “That’s fine. You may go. But I’m staying here.”

      His gaze was riveted to my mouth, his eyes glowing in the low light of the streetlamps outside.

      I usually couldn’t sleep if there was any light in the room, but when I arrived home, I’d been too tired to do more than drop my bags next to the door and fall into bed. Plotting my secret getaway had been exhausting.

      His lids fluttered closed, and a ragged exhale escaped him before his hungry gaze met mine. “You think you can defy me?”

      Swallowing hard, my resolve wavered. “This isn’t about defiance. It’s about saving what’s left of my restaurant.”

      His nearness was getting to me. My hands curled into the sheets when all they wanted to do was reach out and pull him closer. My body still hadn’t gotten the memo that we should stay away from him.

      “Why are you doing this?” My voice was barely a whisper above the rushing in my ears.

      “To keep you safe.”

      “I’m fine here.”

      He shifted, my body singing in delight when he adjusted himself so his upper half was almost covering mine. So close. “You’ll be better with me.”

      Ignoring the heat spreading from his almost touches, I lifted my chin in defiance. “There have been no threats made against me.”

      He brushed his thumb against my hip. “That you know of.”

      I melted into the bed, shaking with the effort to stop myself from reaching out and tracing his jawline. “Leave one of your men if you’re so worried.”

      “I already have someone on you, of course. But it’s not enough.”

      “I’m going to ignore the fact that someone is watching me without my knowledge. Something that should be more than enough, by the way.”

      “The thought of being this far away from you is driving me insane. I know this is wrong. I know we can’t ever happen. But I’m unable to stop myself from wanting you. From needing you.” He looked down, a deep sigh escaping him. “Tell me to stop.”

      His honesty threw me, my response drying up with his words. And instead of doing the right thing, I leaned forward, my cheek brushing against his, my lips on his ear. “I don’t want you to stop.”

      It was as if the shackles holding him back released all at once, and he drew me closer, crushing me to him. I buried my hands in his thick hair, our mouths melding, our tongues clashing, our bodies arching into each other.

      He kissed me like I was his breath, his lips devouring mine. There was nothing soft or tentative about him. It was as if he’d finally allowed himself to take what he wanted.

      And I reveled in his explorations, aglow with happiness. His previous kisses had been small tastes of what he was capable of. It was almost as if he’d been holding himself back.

      My top was ripped off, leaving me bare since I didn’t wear a bra to bed. His hot mouth latched on to one of my nipples, and my back hit the bed right before my pants and undies disappeared.

      I lay panting, my chest heaving with choppy inhales, my hands grappling for more of him. He must have taken his suit jacket off at some point, now only wearing his silky shirt. Needing to feel his skin on mine, I pulled it apart, buttons flying everywhere.

      There was no sense or reason left, only the carnal urge for more. I needed Liam, and nothing would feel right until I had all of him. Before my hands found his belt, he moved down my body, nipping, sucking, and kissing my skin.

      His stubble rubbed against my inner thigh, the roughness a delicious contrast to his soft lips. And when he found my center, I moaned aloud, my hands fisting his hair. The ache that seemed to have been present ever since he’d first touched me grew and grew until I thought I’d break without his touch.

      Sensing me teetering on the edge, Liam tweaked my nipple between his fingers, and I shattered into a thousand pieces.

      His assault on my senses continued, his hands caressing my every curve and dip, his mouth traveling back up my body. I lay boneless, unable to do more than pant and reach for him, the ache returning.

      He entered me without warning, his thrust so hard I moved up the bed. His lips found mine again, my mouth opening to him, our tongues clashing.

      I’d never felt such a burning desire, such an absolute need for someone. There was nothing sweet or gentle about what we were doing. But it felt perfect.

      His harsh strokes made me burn brighter and took me higher than ever before. My legs wound around him, my arms holding him so tight I knew he’d have marks from my nails.

      “Turn around.” The groaned words were the only warning he gave me before pulling out and flipping me over. My face landed in a pillow, and then he pulled my bottom up before entering me again.

      If I’d thought his cock was magical before, I would now forever worship at his altar. The new angle hit me just right, and it didn’t take me long to go over again, Liam following as soon as I tightened around him.

      I collapsed on the bed, him going down beside me, his leg and arm holding me to him. We lay there for a while, Liam placing small kisses on my shoulder and arm.

      With a groan he eventually released his hold, sitting up. “I’ll get rid of the condom. Don’t move.”

      The fact that I hadn’t even noticed he’d put a condom on probably wasn’t the most worrisome part. It was that I hadn’t cared when I thought he’d gone bare.

      Sheets moved up my overly sensitive body, the light contact making me squirm, my body coming back to life.

      Liam brushed the hair out of my face, and I blinked an eye open. He was lying on his side, facing me, his hair tousled, his muscled chest on display.

      “Don’t think you can fuck me into compliance every time you want me to do something.” My words were muffled by the pillow I was half buried in.

      He picked up my hand and kissed it. “But did it work?”

      “Maybe.”

      He leaned in and kissed my cheek, the gesture innocent and caring after what we’d done. “I’m positive I can turn that into a yes.”
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        * * *

      

      “It’s only three days,” I insisted.

      “Make it one.”

      “No way. I need to at least show my face. Make sure I still have staff. Check in with Amara and Vlad or they’ll mount a search party.”

      I was sitting on Liam’s lap, enjoying being this close to him and touching him whenever I wanted to.

      “I don’t like this.”

      Taking a sip of my coffee, I melted into him. It was hard to stay mad at Liam for long when he was this close. And when his hand was on my leg. Or when he placed a kiss on my head every now and again, as if he couldn’t help himself.

      Or when his voice went all growly, making warmth spread all over my body.

      “You don’t have to like it. But you do have to let me do it.”

      He cupped my cheek, his hand spanning half my face, and I nestled into his touch. Tilting my head back, he leaned down until our lips were almost touching. “If I could stay, I would.”

      His lips brushed mine with every word he spoke. My eyes fluttered shut, and my body turned pliable in his arms. “You’ve stayed away from me for this long. What’s another few days?”

      I was still in disbelief at how we’d gotten to this point. I’d had feelings for Liam for a long time, but to find out he returned them? That was a beautiful dream I never wanted to wake up from.

      His phone vibrated on the table, interrupting his reply. A glance at the screen showed Gabriel was calling. I reached over, handing him his cell. “I’m getting a refill. You want more?”

      He held out his coffee mug with a smile, his face turning back into his usual expressionless mask as soon as he answered the phone. His hand holding the mug was bandaged, something I hadn’t noticed until we woke up this morning. He’d told me he’d cut himself, but I’d still been worried. After making sure he was okay under the guise of changing his bandage, I let it go.

      I busied myself filling our cups, trying but failing not to listen to his conversation.

      “I know how important the meeting is.”

      Silence, then another growled answer. “And I said I’d be there.”

      He hung up, then came over to where I was leaning against the counter. Tugging a strand of my hair behind my ear, he put his forehead to mine. “I have to go.”

      There was still so much left unsaid between us. But we had plenty of time to figure it out. “Let me know once you’re back safely?”

      His lips found mine again, and after a too-short kiss, he stepped back. “I will. Don’t go anywhere without Pete.”

      Pete was my new bodyguard. I still thought it was ridiculous that anyone wanted to harm me, but Liam insisted. And I was happy to concede to his wishes, as long as I could still move around freely.

      I knew being with Liam wouldn’t be easy. His world was different to mine. And I was trying to trust him, starting with my safety.

      Walking him to the door, I tried to concentrate on all the things I still had to do today instead of wallowing in the thought of not seeing him for the next few days.

      He turned back once he was already in the hallway, his arms going around me, pulling me close for another kiss. He pressed his face into my neck, placing soft kisses on my tender skin. “I don’t think I’ll ever get enough of you.” His words sounded regretful.

      Ignoring the small glimmer of doubt flaring to life, I hugged him tight before letting go. I’d see him again soon. There was no need to panic at the thought that he already regretted what had happened between us.

      All his actions told me he returned my feelings. So why can’t I shake this sense of foreboding?

      I watched him disappear down the stairs, the side of the door digging into my hands from where I was gripping it. I wanted to run after him, to tell him to come back. But I couldn’t give in to the ridiculous urge to not let him go.

      We’d been together once. I’d never been overly attached to anyone besides my friends and family. But Liam was different in every way. He’d already made himself at home in my heart, and I had no intention of fighting it.

      Pushing off the door, I closed it, going back to the kitchen for a refill. And then I had some work to do. Thoughts of Liam had to wait.
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        * * *

      

      Pulling up a spreadsheet, I glanced at my phone, which was on speaker. “What did the inspector say?”

      Vlad huffed, unable to contain his displeasure. “We’re meeting him at the restaurant in an hour. Everything that needed to be secured is secured. But apparently, he needs to walk us through. As if I can’t see the damage with my own eyes. Idiots.”

      It was no surprise that Vlad had been driving everyone insane. He’d never been good at waiting or being idle. Last month he was sick with the flu and had to stay home for nearly a week. He found himself almost divorced. Or on the pointy end of a knife.

      “That’s great news.” Especially since it meant the building was salvageable. I’d been able to stop Liam from paying for anything or from sending someone, though it took a lot of convincing on my part.

      I didn’t want to be in anyone’s debt. This was my restaurant and therefore my problem. I’d figure it out.

      “Great news would have been if they’d let us in the day after the fire.”

      I made a note to let our staff know to meet us at the restaurant tomorrow. We’d lost a few people, but thankfully there should be enough left to help clean up. I’d put together a roster already. Instead of hiring someone else or staff going without pay, I’d asked everyone if they’d be willing to get the restaurant back up and running for the same pay they’d receive for bussing tables or waiting on customers.

      Most had agreed, though others were happy to be on leave until opening. I hoped that would be in a few weeks, not months. But without seeing the restaurant and knowing the extent of the damage, it was hard to make plans.

      “We’ll work with what we can, and at the moment, it’s important that we can get in. Let’s meet at the restaurant to figure out what we need to do after speaking to the inspector.”

      “Fine,” Vlad conceded. “I’ll pick you up. Be there in fifteen.”

      He hung up, and I rushed around the apartment, first looking for my shoes and coat, then my wallet and phone.

      Walking out of the apartment, I nearly plowed into Pete, who’d been standing on the other side. “Oh, hey. Sorry, I’d forgotten you were there.”

      And now I felt guilty for not inviting him inside. It was cold and boring in the hallway.

      “I’m heading to the restaurant.” I resumed making my way out of the building, knowing Vlad would be waiting. Most likely double-parked, honking his horn, no matter how often I’d told him that I couldn’t hear it from my apartment. “I’m not sure how these things work. Do you follow us in a car or go with us?”

      “You’ll have to go in the car with me, ma’am.”

      “No, that’s okay. I’ll go with my friend.”

      Pete looked uncomfortable for a moment before putting his mask back in place. “I’m sorry, but I have explicit instructions.”

      Of course he did. Because Liam was a control freak. Lucky for him, the warm and fuzzy feelings that overtook my common sense every time I thought of how he’d do anything to keep me safe pushed the feelings of annoyance at the disruption to my life to the back.

      We made it outside, and as predicted, Vlad was double-parked, ignoring the angry shouts and honks from the disrupted traffic.

      He heaved his large frame out of the car as soon as he saw me, and I braced for impact. He was bulky, and his hugs took your breath away. But they also meant he cared, so I held my breath, waiting for the inevitable.

      That never came, because before Vlad could make it close, Pete tackled him to the ground, the two landing with a loud thud.

      Rushing over to where they were now wrestling on the sidewalk, I cringed at the sight of Vlad’s fist hitting Pete in the side while growling at him. “What the fuck is your problem?”

      Getting closer, but out of reach of their flailing arms and legs, I yelled to be heard over their grunts. “Pete, that’s my friend that I told you was picking me up.”

      After looking like they might go another round, they released each other. Pete never took his eyes off Vlad, and Vlad looked ready to rip Pete’s head off.

      Vlad made a big production of dusting himself off before turning his attention to me. “Fucking hell, what is going on?”

      Vlad was a bloodhound when it came to secrets, so I decided I might as well tell him. “Pete is here to keep me safe.”

      Vlad ground his teeth together. “You hired a bodyguard?”

      I studied my scuffed boots, feeling like I’d done something wrong. “I didn’t. Freya’s family did.”

      Vlad moved closer, and Pete matched his steps. “Fuck off, Captain America. I’m talking to my friend, not trying to kidnap her.”

      I stifled a laugh. Pete was definitely Captain America’s younger brother, with his all-American good looks and broad shoulders.

      Satisfied that Pete would remain where he was, Vlad came closer and then hugged me. “I’m sorry, but I thought for a moment there you said Freya Olysses’s family sent you a bodyguard.”

      He spat out my friend’s last name as if it were blasphemous to say it out loud. He’d always been wary of her but never so openly disgusted.

      “That’s because I did.”

      His eyes went wide, and then he lightly shook me, causing Pete to take a step closer.

      I held up a hand to stop any more fists from flying.

      “Stay where you are. I’m only trying to shake some sense back into my friend, not kill her,” Vlad growled, his attention never leaving me. “Do you even know who they are?” He shook his head. “She promised to never put you in danger.”

      I never knew Vlad and Freya had ever talked. They usually watched each other from a distance. At least now I knew what the problem was. “What does it matter who her family is? She’s my friend.”

      “Doesn’t mean you should get all chummy with her family. They’re dangerous. The last thing you want to do is get involved with them.”

      If he knew how involved I was, particularly with one member of her family, he’d lose his marbles. But we’d go there when we had to. Liam and I were still so new, it could be over before the week was out. The thought made my stomach clench and my heart miss a beat.

      Because even though I knew getting this involved with Freya’s family wasn’t a good idea, I seemed to be unable to stay away. And it scared me how much I missed Liam, even though he’d only been gone a few hours.

      “It’s too late now. Someone tried to harm me and my business because of my connection to them. And now they’re trying to make it right.” I pointed at Pete. “Hence the bodyguard.”

      Vlad released my shoulders and glared at Pete. “He can take a break while you’re with me. I’m perfectly capable of keeping you safe.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Pete said in a bored voice. “I’ll remain by Miss Lombardo’s side until the threat has been eliminated.”

      Vlad huffed, then took my hand and led me to his car. “Fine. But she’s coming with me.”

      Pete didn’t get a chance to protest before Vlad shoved me in the car, then gave Pete the finger.

      “Was that really necessary?” I asked once he pulled back into traffic.

      “You know I’d never let anything happen to you. You’re like a daughter to me.”

      Vlad’s voice was scratchy, a sign he was getting emotional. He and Tati didn’t have kids, but I wasn’t sure if it was by choice or not. And ever since he first started working for me, he’d taken me under his wing, saying I needed someone to look out for me while my dad wasn’t there.

      I turned to face him and put a hand on his arm. “I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. I know you can keep me safe.”

      The white-knuckled grip he had on the steering wheel eased. “Then get rid of him.”

      “I can’t.” I tightened my hold when he opened his mouth, most likely to protest. “But we can ignore him.”

      Vlad cursed under his breath but didn’t continue the argument. He knew me well enough to realize when I couldn’t be swayed.

      The restaurant came into view, mostly looking like it always had from the outside. Some of the bricks were slightly darker. But if I didn’t know there had been a fire, I’d think everything was as it should be. Vlad parked, and Pete appeared seemingly out of nowhere, glaring at Vlad, who pointedly ignored him.

      We walked around the building and to the front, where a pale guy in an ill-fitting blue suit was waiting for us.

      “Miss Lombardo,” he greeted me, holding out a bony hand. His shake was limp and his palm damp. After brief contact, I dropped my hands to my thighs, wiping them under the guise of brushing off my pants.

      “Mr. Salter, thanks for meeting us.”

      “Of course. It’s always good to get these things over and done with.” He eyed Vlad and Pete, and I introduced them. “This is Vlad, my sous-chef. And Pete.”

      Vlad didn’t offer his hand, and neither did Mr. Salter, who was shifting from foot to foot, looking at everything but us. Pete stood next to me, unmoving.

      Vlad stomped past the inspector and ripped the door open, nodding inside. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Mr. Salter stepped past him, hugging the other side of the door, staying as far away from Vlad as the small entrance allowed. I didn’t blame him. Vlad was being an intimidating asshole.

      I slapped his chest as I walked past. “Behave.”

      Sniffing, Vlad followed me inside, slamming the door in Pete’s face. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      The front of the restaurant didn’t look too bad. We’d still have to replace all the furniture and repaint because of the smoke, but at least the fire hadn’t made it past the kitchen.

      But the farther we walked into the space, the worse the damage was, my legs growing heavier and heavier. The kitchen was melted, part of the wall missing, water pooling on the ground.

      My eyes burned from unshed tears, my hands curled into tight fists. I didn’t know how I’d repair everything.

      “The building has sustained no structural damage, but as you can see, you’ll have to replace that wall.” Mr. Salter pointed to the gaping hole looking out over the restaurant floor. “And, of course, everything in the kitchen needs to go.”

      Vlad took my hand in his gigantic paw, offering his support when he knew I needed it most. There were no words that would make me feel better. And I was glad he wasn’t saying them.

      Mr. Salter handed me a stack of papers. “Everything that needs to be replaced is detailed in here. But in cases like these, I recommend gutting the whole place.” A white business card joined the stack of papers.

      I nearly dropped it, my jerky movements making me look like a robot.

      “Call me if you have any questions. You’ll also have to set up a final inspection before you can reopen your business.”

      And with that, he left, leaving me amid the chaos that had once been my dream.

      Vlad led me to a barstool and poured me a shot of limoncello. “Amara is going to meet us here. She is bringing cleaning supplies. I also organized a dumpster that’ll get dropped off later today. And someone is coming out tomorrow to look at the wall.”

      The burn of the limoncello usually helped take my mind off things, but today I didn’t even feel it. “I can’t afford to fix the restaurant.”

      Vlad drank his own shot of vodka, then refilled our glasses. “That’s why you have insurance.” He tapped the top of the bar to make sure he had my attention. “Call them.”

      “They don’t pay if it was arson.” My voice was high-pitched, and I sounded like I was on the edge of a breakdown. Which I probably was. But so far, the alcohol was doing its job, stopping my brain from short-circuiting.

      Vlad stilled, then finished his shot. “They ruled it an accident.”

      Tilting my head, I was slow to respond, not sure I heard him correctly. “You know as well as I do that the fire wasn’t an accident.”

      “Doesn’t matter what we know. The only thing that matters is what the report said.”

      But why would the report say it was an accident? This has Liam written all over it.

      I held up my glass, and Vlad refilled it with a grin. “This is a great opportunity. You can make everything exactly the way you want it to be.”

      “Why are you so happy about this?”

      “I can finally get a bigger fridge.”

      I smiled, despite still feeling like I was losing hold on my dream. “You’re only getting a bigger fridge if the insurance pays for it.”

      We spent the rest of the day cleaning up. When Vlad dropped me back at the apartment, Pete not far behind, I was tired, covered in soot, and wondering if it was all worth it. Because one thing I realized today while scrubbing black walls: my dream suddenly wasn’t the restaurant anymore. If Liam wasn’t there, I wasn’t sure I wanted to be either.
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      Liam

      I didn’t usually pay much attention to the people around me, unless they served a purpose or were members of my family. I didn’t see the point in wasting effort on something so pointless as idle chitchat. I also wasn’t usually cruel—unnecessarily, anyway.

      But ever since coming back to Chicago last night, I’d been on a rampage. So far, I’d fired my personal assistant, shot one of my men in the foot for lying to me, and was on my way to pissing off Gabriel. Scratch that, I was already pissing him off.

      He was pacing in front of my desk, his hand twitching with the need to reach for his gun. I’d known him his whole life, could recognize his tells better than he did.

      “We’re meeting with the Russians tonight. And you don’t look ready.” Gabriel shook out his hand. “Why don’t you look ready? I thought you went to San Francisco to fuck her out of your system?”

      I felt the familiar rage build inside me but knew I couldn’t afford to punch him in his smug face. At least not today. We still had a lot to get through, and a pouting brother would only delay my business. “She’s none of your business. Talk about her like that again and I’ll find a new second. I’m sure Jude could be convinced for the right price.”

      Gabriel’s hand brushed past his gun. “Fuck you.” He stopped in front of my desk, placing his hands on the edge and leaning forward. “You know what’s on the line, fuckface. You can’t afford to lose your head over a woman. Not now. Not ever. Leave her the fuck alone.”

      His words sank into me, tearing up my insides with their truths. Truths I didn’t want to hear. One night with Quinn hadn’t been enough. A year wouldn’t be enough.

      She was my calm in a raging storm. And I’d been a fool to think I could purge her from my system by giving in to my desires for one night. That was all it was supposed to be. But now I wanted more. The feelings I had for her were consuming me. The thought of walking away choked me.

      I wanted to spend every minute of the time I had left with Quinn, not talking to my brother who was one “fuck” away from shooting me.

      He wouldn’t kill me, but he’d put the bullet somewhere that’d hurt. “I still have time. And how I choose to spend it—or with whom—is none of your goddamn business. Now get out.”

      Shaking his head, Gabriel pushed off the desk and stormed out. I knew this wasn’t over. He’d be back with more sage advice. But I’d had enough for today.

      My phone pinged with an incoming message, and I scrambled to read it. But instead of Pete or Quinn herself, it was our thieving manager, Ernesto.

      Not only had he found out invaluable insight into the Irish’s business, but they seemed to be grappling with the unknown player as much as we were.

      Scrolling past his message, I reread Pete’s report for the fourth time. All day I’d barely paid attention to my meetings. Instead, I was wondering what Quinn was up to, waiting for Pete to send a message like a teenager waiting on his date for prom. She was a weakness I couldn’t afford but was too selfish to give up yet.

      I needed more time. I always tired of people. The same had to happen with her, no matter how much I could see her in my future. A future I didn’t have much control over, despite now being head of the family.

      Something that would be made official next week. And that was all the time I had with Quinn. I shouldn’t have left her behind in San Francisco, cutting our time together even shorter. But I’d quickly come to realize it was impossible for me to deny her anything. And I knew how important the restaurant was to her.

      Once she found out I’d pursued her while fully aware we were only ever going to be temporary, she’d cut me out of her life.

      And I was in no position to do anything about it. Feeling helpless wasn’t something I was used to. Usually, I controlled every situation. This time I had no choice but to bend to the terms of the marriage contract, unless I wanted to start a war we couldn’t win.

      Since I was already screwed, I figured it wouldn’t hurt to call her. Hearing her voice would help me get through the rest of my night. And Pete had reported her return to her apartment thirty minutes ago. She’d be without distractions.

      The phone rang and rang, but she didn’t pick up. As soon as it stopped, I called again.

      The call connected, but all I heard was shuffling, then a muffled curse before her musical voice came on the line. “Hey. Sorry. I was in the shower and didn’t hear the phone. And when I came out and it rang again, I couldn’t find it.”

      My mouth went dry, and I lost the ability to speak, picturing her wet and naked.

      “Liam? You there?”

      “I’m here. Imagining all the things I would do to you if I was with you.”

      “Yeah? What things?”

      I leaned back in my chair with a groan. “You’re killing me.” All I could see were her endless curves. Her rosy nipples. Her velvet skin.

      “Whoops, I dropped the towel.” Her voice was husky, and my pants were suddenly too tight.

      I shifted, unable to relieve the pressure. “Quinn,” I growled, unable to keep the longing at bay.

      “Yes, Liam?” the little minx replied, lighting my body on fire.

      Hitting the Speaker button, I dropped my phone on the desk, my hands trembling too much with pent-up desire to be able to hold it any longer. Besides, I wanted my hands free for what was about to happen.

      I was painfully hard. She was the only one who was able to affect me like this without even having to touch me, let alone be in the same room with me.

      “The sheets feel heavenly against my skin. Almost as good as your hands trailing over my body.”

      My legs parted farther, and I freed myself, then leaned forward as if getting closer to the phone would get me closer to Quinn. I was light-headed, the room going in and out of focus. I craved her next words, needed to hear them as much as I needed to breathe.

      A knock on the door made my hand still, and a frustrated groan left my lips. “What?” I barked at whoever was interrupting my time with Quinn.

      “Showtime.”

      Gabriel’s voice was enough to kill my desire.

      Since Quinn was on speaker, she’d heard him, her choppy inhales sounding through the phone. “You have to go?”

      “I’m so sorry. My brother has always had shitty timing.”

      Her laugh was raspy, the arousal in her voice not helping my situation. Closing my pants, I took a breath to center myself. “I miss you.”

      What the hell? I’ve never told anyone I missed them.

      “I miss you too.” Her immediate answer created an unfamiliar warm feeling in my chest.

      I’m in so much trouble.

      “I’ll call you later.”

      “Later.”

      I stood up and pulled my suit back in place before leaving my office. Gabriel was leaning against the wall, typing on his phone when I came out.

      He didn’t look up but fell in step beside me. “The Russians want to meet at The Sparrow.”

      “Where’s Jude?”

      We stepped into the garage, Gabriel picking the Bentley. It was bulletproof and comfortable, so for once I didn’t argue with his choice.

      My men would already be waiting in their cars in the driveway, ready to follow us.

      “Hunting down a lead. He thinks he found the location of the guy who paid the hitman.”

      Nodding, I slid into the cool back seat. “Let me know as soon as he finds anything.”

      “Of course.”

      The Sparrow was one of Aleksándr Volkov’s nightclubs. He was head of the Russians and one of the most ruthless bastards I’d ever had the displeasure of meeting. The high-end strip club required exclusive membership to get in and had private rooms at the back that allowed for meetings to take place—among other things.

      After parking on a side street that would allow for an easy getaway if needed, we made our way inside. The music was too loud, the patrons too drunk, and I longed for the quiet of Quinn’s apartment. And the peace her touch would bring. My skin was already feeling too tight, each accidental bump reinforcing the itch to hit something.

      But instead of being with Quinn, I was in a back room of a strip club, shaking the hand of the head of the Russian mafia. Aleksándr had been at the top for as long as I could remember, and he wasn’t someone to underestimate. He looked like your typical brute: large arms, wide shoulders, shaved head, lots of tattoos. But he was cunning and smarter than people gave him credit for. We needed a solid ally on our side, and I hoped he would be it.

      “Liam, good to see you.”

      “You, too, Aleksándr.”

      He waved at a waitress who had been waiting by the bar. She was carrying a tray filled with shots. “Let’s have a drink together.”

      This meeting wasn’t so much business as a social call. We were going to be family soon, and I had to make sure everything went smoothly. I accepted the shot of vodka, and we clinked glasses. The liquid burned down my throat like rocket fuel.

      I’d never understand the appeal of vodka. Nothing wrong with ouzo or beer.

      Aleksándr watched me hold back the grimace. The fucker enjoyed seeing my discomfort. Signaling the waitress again, he nodded to the tray she was holding, this time filled with beer and wine. “How’s your father?”

      Accepting a beer, I took a sip to get rid of the foul aftertaste the vodka had left. “He’s recovering. And the reason why I’m here.”

      “You want my help.”

      I held his stare, knowing he’d see it as a weakness if I looked away. In a lot of ways, we were all ego-driven psychopaths with a perpetual need to show our dominance. And many of us embraced our disturbing tendencies.

      “Not only your help but your alliance. We’ll be family soon, after all.”

      People underestimated Aleksándr. But I wouldn’t make the same mistake.

      “Let’s talk.”

      That was as much of a positive response as we’d ever get.

      We spent an hour discussing how to best combine our resources before Aleksándr stood up. “I have business to attend to. But please, stay. You’re my honored guests.”

      When the door opened, Gabriel, who’d stood back against the wall, tensed, his hand going inside his jacket. But it was only girls entering, their bodies painted gold, their small bikinis leaving little to the imagination.

      Aleksándr walked out with a wink. The girls started dancing, one of them settling down on my lap.

      I had to keep up appearances; leaving right away would be considered an insult. There were rules that had to be followed, no matter how outdated or ridiculous they seemed.

      Gabriel was all too happy to enjoy the show, dancing with a giggling brunette. I wasn’t worried that she’d take his attention away from doing his job. Gabriel could hit his target blindfolded.

      But letting a girl who wasn’t Quinn rub up on me felt like a betrayal. I wasn’t used to questioning my actions, and the thought of doing something that might hurt her left a bitter taste in my mouth.

      I always did what was right for our family and the business. Instead of doing what I wanted, I did what was expected of me: sitting in a room that was too dark, in the company of women I wanted nothing to do with. When my phone rang, I couldn’t get it out of my pocket fast enough, grateful for the distraction.

      When I saw my brother’s name on the display, I tensed, hoping he had good news.

      “We found him.” Jude’s voice was muffled, his usual enthusiasm at getting to torture someone absent. For such a positive message, he sounded decidedly too depressed.

      Standing up, I buttoned my jacket, ignoring the outraged squeak of the girl who’d been persistent in giving me a lap dance for the past ten minutes and had slid to the floor without warning. “Is he talking?”

      “Hard to talk when your tongue has been cut out. And you don’t have a pulse.”

      “Fucking shit,” I roared, frustrated that we’d hit another dead end. “Did you find anything else?”

      We were always a step behind. Someone was playing with us, and they knew what they were doing. But everyone made a mistake eventually, and we’d be there for it.

      “His apartment didn’t have so much as a fingerprint anywhere. But there was a message.”

      “Well, what the hell did it say?”

      I stalked to the door, nodding for my men to follow. Gabriel was already by my side.

      “The tainted king’s reign is over. We’re coming for you.”

      This was personal. And a declaration of war. If only we knew who we were at war against.

      I wound my way back out of the club, my hand wrapped so tight around my phone the edges dug into my skin. “Send me the address. We’re on our way.”

      Once outside, I rushed to the car, Gabriel hot on my heels. “Jude found something. We’re meeting him now.”

      “Finally.”

      Gabriel ripped the driver door open with so much force I was surprised it didn’t break before sliding into the car. He’d always had a temper, combined with a fierce protective streak when it came to our family, and it made for an explosive combination.

      I gave him the address from Jude’s text. The place was in Hammond, Indiana. The rain slowed us down, but we still made good time, thanks to Gabriel’s reckless driving. Our destination was an old ranch home that was barely visible through the overgrown yard.

      We fought our way past prickly bushes and up to the faded lime-green front door that was hanging on an angle. Jude was usually more subtle than this.

      One of our men was stationed out front, nodding at us as we stepped inside. The small home was turned upside down, every piece of furniture in pieces and all the cupboards cleared out.

      Jude was standing amid the chaos, typing on a phone.

      “Found anything?” I asked, stepping over spilled milk and ripped cushions to join him in what used to be the living room.

      Maniacal grin on his face, Jude looked up. “Dead guy had a phone hidden under the floorboards. And guess who he talked to on it?”

      “Any idea who pulled his strings yet?”

      “They never exchanged names, but they ordered the hit on Dad. Dead guy was supposed to figure out our weaknesses. Which is where Quinn comes in, since Freya’s too well-protected. Not a chance Gunner would let her out of his sight.”

      If I couldn’t look after my sister myself, I’d choose Gunner. He would give his life for hers. And he had skills none of us did. He also had access to assets we didn’t.

      But having proof that they were after Quinn also meant I couldn’t see her again. If they thought she had nothing to do with us anymore, they’d leave her alone.

      The thought sat heavy in my stomach. I wasn’t ready yet. Hadn’t said good-bye. But as much as I wanted to see her one more time, I knew I’d only put her in more danger. Whoever was hunting us wasn’t playing around.

      They were not only brazen enough to shoot the head of the largest crime family in Chicago, but they also didn’t hesitate to get rid of one of their own if he was compromised.

      The phone in Jude’s hand pinged, and we all stepped closer.

      “Personal space, guys. You’re breathing way too loudly.” Jude made a shooing motion with his hand. “Go stand over there.”

      Neither Gabriel nor I did as asked. Instead, we crowded our little brother even more, Gabriel going so far as to put a hand on Jude’s shoulder.

      “Take that hand off me if you want to keep it,” Jude growled.

      With a chuckle, Gabriel dropped his hand but didn’t step away.

      Jude elbowed him. “Ugh, did you swallow a whole packet of breath mints?”

      Gabriel flicked Jude’s ear but then wisely stepped back, narrowly avoiding a fist to the face. “Nothing wrong with fresh breath. Besides, I’m meeting someone later.”

      “What was the ping for?” I asked, needing to get out of there.

      “A message. But it only says ‘Meet me at 7489.’ I’m guessing they have codes for their locations.”

      Frustrated, I typed on my phone, making sure our IT guy was ready to take the phone apart. I paid my staff enough to demand odd work hours.

      Turning to Gabriel, I slid my phone back in my pocket. “We need everyone to put all their efforts into finding the head of this operation. We only travel in pairs. Nobody takes any stupid risks, especially not to get their dicks wet. Your hand will do fine for tonight. No more dates.”

      Gabriel’s face turned red. He hated being told what to do, no matter how much sense it made.

      Jude stopped abusing the phone he’d found and stepped between us, holding both hands up. “Okay, let’s all take a deep breath. We’re all stressed. No need to escalate things.”

      He turned to Gabriel. “Say you understand, because we’re all working toward the same goal.”

      Gabriel crossed his arms over his chest, raising a brow.

      With a sigh, Jude turned to me. “Now compromise so lover boy won’t get tendonitis.”

      “I don’t have to compromise. I’m the boss.”

      I turned and walked out, ignoring Jude’s groan and Gabriel’s pointed silence.

      He thought I got off on telling him what to do. And of course it gave me pleasure knowing he had to do what I told him to. But I would gladly give it all up if it meant I was free to do what I wanted.

      I went back to the car, giving my brothers five minutes before I’d drive off without them. I scrolled through my unread messages, but there was only one I wanted to read.

      Quinn: I miss you.

      She’d texted an hour ago. The need to talk to her burned a hole in my chest. I knew I shouldn’t do it, but I called her anyway. It was three in the morning, but she still picked up on the second ring.

      “Hey.” Her voice was raspy from sleep, and I wanted nothing more than to be there with her. This would be my last call. A clean cut was the only way I’d be able to let go of her. Tonight had been a wake-up call.

      “I know it’s late, but I needed to hear your voice.” And wasn’t that the truth? I relaxed into the seat, knowing she was okay.

      “You can call any time. I’ll always want to talk to you, no matter what time it is.”

      Fuck my life, and fuck our timing.

      “How did things go at the restaurant today?”

      Sheets rustled, and then she came back on the line. “They went great. I filed the claim with my insurance, and they’re sending someone out tomorrow. And we have most of the supplies to fix the place up again.”

      I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t end things yet. I needed a little more time. Even if it made me a selfish bastard. I needed to see her again, and then we’d go our separate ways.

      “That’s great. You still think you’ll get a chance to come out to Chicago?”

      Holding my breath like the pathetic sack I’d become, I waited for her answer.

      “Definitely. Amara and Vlad know what they’re doing. There’s a lot of stuff we still have to order. But I can do that from anywhere.”

      The relief I felt would have bowled me over had I not already been sitting down. “Good. That’s good.”

      I’d never struggled to find the right words before Quinn. She turned my insides into a pathetic mess.

      “Long day?”

      “Every day without you is a long day.”

      The confession came out hoarse, and I cleared my throat. She was the only one to bring out a vulnerability in me. If only I wasn’t on a course to crush her. If only I was a better man.

      “I can’t wait to see you.”

      My brothers bumped against the car, and then the front doors opened. “I have to go.”

      “Okay. Call me again soon?”

      “Couldn’t stop me if you tried.”

      Gabriel turned around, watching me hang up and drop my phone on the seat next to me. “Who were you calling? Late-night booty call?”

      I gave him the finger, and he chuckled, the sound cutting through the silence of the car, our earlier bout already forgotten.

      “Why’s Jude driving?” I asked, not liking our chances of making it home in one piece.

      Where Gabriel had a suicidal streak, Jude was always one missed turn away from imitating a stunt double.

      Gabriel grinned. Maybe our disagreement wasn’t as forgotten as I’d first thought. “He begged. And I was feeling generous.”

      Scoffing, I made sure my seat belt was fastened and settled in for a bumpy ride home. My brothers had made it their mission to get a reaction out of me with their shitty driving. But I was used to their antics, and none of their many close calls could make me lose my cool facade. I had a reputation to uphold, after all.
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      Quinn

      “Cara. Cosa è successo?” Amara stood outside the restaurant, cleaning the few bricks that had gotten slightly darker. Apparently, my aunt had decided that we couldn’t leave them like that.

      Stepping up next to her, I studied the sparkling wall. Not sure it was the best use of her time to scrub bricks, but there was no way I’d try to stop her.

      “Zietta. What are you doing here?”

      Kissing her cheek, I put my arm around her shoulder. She was shorter than me, making her the perfect height to lean on.

      Amara put down her rag and spray bottle. “I ordered the fridge, oven, and benchtops. They said they can install them in two weeks. That should be plenty of time to get the kitchen ready.”

      I cringed at the thought of closing my restaurant for at least four weeks. Once we’d sorted the water damage in the kitchen from putting the fire out, we still had to find a way to get rid of the smoky smell in the dining area.

      And all our alcohol was gone, the bottles damaged from the heat. Vlad had already sorted out replacements, but they wouldn’t be delivered until we were ready. He’d also found limoncello, Italian wine, and grappa, all from Italy.

      I didn’t know how he’d managed to get his hands on everything so fast. Especially since it looked like every single bottle had an identical replacement.

      “It shouldn’t take that much time. One good thing about having a small space is it won’t take too long to clean. We’ll get started first thing Monday.”

      Amara dropped her cleaning supplies in a bucket and nodded. “You’re still going to Chicago, aren’t you?”

      Neither Amara nor Vlad thought it was a good idea. But for once I ignored their disapproving frowns and did what I wanted. Liam had managed to take up most of my thoughts, and I had no intention of flushing him out any time soon.

      I knew we were from different worlds. I knew he was used to women throwing themselves at his feet. He also spent more money in a single day than I would in a lifetime.

      But none of it mattered because being with him felt right.

      “I’ll only be gone for two nights. And it’s the weekend anyway. This is our chance to take some time off. And then we’ll get stuck into cleaning first thing Monday.”

      Time to change the topic or she’ll call my mom. “Want to grab a coffee?”

      Stashing the bucket in the doorway, she linked her arm through mine. “You paying?”

      “Depends on what you’re ordering.”

      Amara liked to order everything in the display case. According to her, sampling each piece would ensure she had exactly what she wanted.

      “Just coffee. I’ve already had breakfast.”

      We grabbed a coffee for Vlad as well, then picked out tiles. The only thing we hadn’t looked at were plants, but after quarreling with Amara and Vlad about the shape of the bathroom tiles for over an hour, I had no mental capacity left to continue our argument over the shape of plant leaves.

      Liam hadn’t texted or called all day, and I hadn’t either. I didn’t want him to think I was clingy. No matter how much I wanted to see his name flash on my screen or hear his voice.

      Vlad dropped me off outside my apartment building. “You need a lift to the airport?”

      I’d mentioned flying back to Chicago, but we hadn’t talked about it further. Once Amara and Vlad teamed up, chances were good I’d find myself duct-taped to my one and only chair if they didn’t want me to go.

      “Pete can drive me.”

      He scoffed. “Nonsense. I’ll drive you.”

      I knew there was no stopping him when he’d set his mind to something. “If you’re sure.”

      His pinched expression told me he was holding back whatever he wanted to say. Instead, he nodded, and I got out, waving to his retreating car. I barely noticed Pete following me anymore. He was quiet and unintrusive, but always close enough to make sure I was safe. He’d followed us back to my apartment, and I watched him get out of his car.

      I waited for him outside the building, knowing he wasn’t happy about me driving in a car with Vlad. When he made it to where I stood, he opened the door for me and held it while I went inside.

      After we made our way back to my apartment, he stayed in the hallway, despite my repeated invitations to come inside. As soon as I closed my front door behind me, my eyes went straight to the empty chair in the corner. A pang of longing hit me, and I swayed on my feet.

      My feelings scared me as much as they excited me. And tomorrow I’d see him again. I wondered if it would be different seeing him in Chicago. The longing to talk to him became too overwhelming to ignore, and I sent him a text.

      Me: How was your day?

      He responded a few seconds later.

      Liam: Taken up with thoughts of you.

      I smiled at the screen.

      Me: Can’t wait for tomorrow.

      Liam: Me either. It’s late. You need to sleep, astéri mou.

      He’d never called me anything but Quinn. Since I didn’t speak a word of Greek, I immediately searched the term on the internet. He’d called me “my star.” Heat radiated through my chest, and a smile stole over my face.

      Me: I couldn’t sleep until I talked to you.

      Liam: I hate that you’re so far away and I can’t show you what your words do to me.

      Me: Tomorrow.

      Liam: Tomorrow.

      Putting my phone down on the kitchen island, I pulled on my pajamas, the smile still on my face.
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        * * *

      

      Vlad’s hand on mine stopped me from getting out of the car. I knew this talk was coming. Had been surprised it hadn’t happened already.

      “Are you sure this is the right thing to do?”

      “It’s the only thing that makes sense. I’ve never felt like this about anyone. And if I don’t see where it goes, I’ll regret it for the rest of my life.”

      “You barely know him. His family aside, he’s the most dangerous man in Chicago right now.”

      Nothing he said was new information. I was going into this with my eyes wide open. They said love made you blind. In my case, it didn’t make me blind; it made me reckless.

      “I’m not giving up my life. I’m taking a break. I know the restaurant is in good hands with you and Amara.”

      He looked down, his face pinched. “I wish you’d reconsider.”

      “I can’t.” The need to be with Liam overrode anything else.

      “Then promise you won’t forget that I’ll always be there for you. If you need me to get you, call. No matter what time.”

      Hugging him, I kissed his cheek. “I don’t know what I did to deserve a friend as loyal as you, but I’m keeping you. And don’t worry. I’ll be fine.”

      He waved me off, and I disappeared inside the sliding glass doors, Pete right behind me. He’d ridden in the car with us, much to Vlad’s disgust. But since he was still following me, it made sense.

      Check-in was a quick process, since I only had carry-on luggage. When I was standing in front of the gate, it all hit me at once. I was going to see Liam again. All my fears that we’d only get one night disappeared, replaced with happy butterflies. I felt lighter than I had in days, my thoughts scattered, too excited to think straight.

      A woman with a tight bun and business suit approached me. “Miss? I’m Mary and will be your flight assistant today. Please come with me. Your plane is this way.”

      My plane? “You must have me mistaken for someone else.”

      “Are you Quinn Lombardo?”

      “Yes?” I sounded like I didn’t know my own name. But this was all too strange. I looked at Pete who gave me a nod. I guess if he wasn’t worried, I shouldn’t be either.

      “Then you’re the person I’m looking for.” She held her arm out to the side, indicating a side door. “It’s through here.”

      Stunned and entirely too trusting of strangers, I followed her through the passcode-protected door and into a stairway. There was a golf cart waiting for us once we reached the bottom.

      Curious where they were taking me, I climbed onto the bench seat, Pete taking a seat behind me. After a short ride, we turned off and ended up at a different runway altogether. “Where are we?”

      “This is the area for private planes.” Mary waited for me to get out of the cart, then pointed to a sleek plane behind her. “We’re over there.”

      “Are you sure it’s me you’re supposed to take there? Because I booked a normal ticket. This seems a bit over the top for $227.”

      “Mr. Olysses asked me to get you.”

      Suspicious, I stopped and stared at her. “Mr. Olysses sent you? Which one? The one with the perfect hair, the crazy one, or the one who can’t sit still?”

      She chuckled behind her hand. “The one with the perfect hair.”

      Liam.

      “Okay, then. Lead the way.”

      I followed her inside the plane, once again speechless at the opulence that could be crammed into one small plane. Pete sat down in a chair in the corner, giving me as much privacy as the plane would allow.

      “You can sit anywhere you wish.” Mary walked to a curtained-off area. “I’ll let the pilot know we’re here. Takeoff will be in about ten minutes.”

      Nodding, I took the seat closest to me and automatically buckled in. The leather was comfy, and I had enough room to stretch out. My ripped jeans stood out in stark contrast to the gleaming interior, reminding me that I didn’t fit in.

      But too late now. Because I was doing this.
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      Liam

      “Whatever you do, don’t try and get out of the contract,” Gabriel growled, imparting his wisdom minutes before we were due to meet with the Russians. This time it was an official meeting.

      “I know what’s at stake. Stop treating me like an imbecile.”

      I lengthened my strides, my sweaty hands clenched at my sides, my clothes feeling too tight. I didn’t want to do this. Was still trying to find a way out. And Gabriel knew me too well not to have noticed.

      But even though I’d been frantically taking apart the contract word for word, I’d found no way out of it. The head of the Olysses family had to marry the oldest daughter of the head of the Bratva.

      In return, we would open trade routes, gain additional supply chains, and up our manpower should we have to go to war with whoever was threatening us. We needed an ally we could depend on. And this was our chance.

      No matter how much I wanted to say screw it and walk away, there was more at stake than Quinn. A slight like this would herald the beginning of our end. And instead of an ally, we’d make another enemy.

      Unperturbed by my cutting tone, Gabriel kept on with a smile on his face and a cheer in his step. “I’m your second. It’s my job to make sure your head’s in the game.” Stopping me with a hand on my arm, he looked around. Only our men were close enough to hear what we were saying. “But just in case, Jude’s in the building next door.”

      Even though I didn’t intend to do anything rash, knowing Jude had my back released some of the tension in my shoulders.

      “Good. Now let’s get this over with.”

      I wiped my hands on my pants before entering the stateroom through two huge, carved oak doors. The building used to be a church but had become part of the Bratva business.

      “Liam,” Aleksándr greeted me, stony smile in place, meaty hand outstretched to shake mine. “So glad you could join us.”

      As if I had a choice.

      I nodded at the men spread around the room, noting his two seconds were present. I also spotted at least three generals. It was a show of power, but one that didn’t impress me. Each of my brothers were worth a dozen of his men.

      Unbuttoning my coat, I pointed to the table. “Of course. Shall we begin?”

      “You always have business on your mind. That’s why this will be a great union.”

      He pulled his chair back, the signal for everyone to take a seat. Gabriel sat down next to me, eyeing the two seconds who’d taken seats opposite us. Maybe I should have been the one to make sure his head was in the game. He looked relaxed, but his fingers were twitching too much for him to not have thoughts of pulling out at least one of his guns.

      Aleksándr had a dark gleam in his eyes, rubbing his hands together like a villain in a Disney movie. “Let’s make this a memorable meeting.”
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        * * *

      

      Searching the bustling crowd for Quinn, I spotted her black bob bouncing up and down with each step. Shifting on my feet, I clenched my hands to stop myself from rushing up to her. Conflicting emotions fought a battle inside my body, elation eventually punching out regret.

      I stood still amid people rushing around me, taking in her every move. She walked the same way she did everything else: with purpose and a smile on her face.

      God, I was such a bastard for doing this to her. But my need overrode everything else. And I’d never pretended to be a good man. I was sure there was a special place in hell reserved for me.

      Quinn scanned the busy airport, standing on tiptoes to see over the crowd.

      When she spotted me, her face lit up, and she ran the last few steps, not stopping once she was close. Instead, she dropped her suitcase and barreled into my arms.

      Not thinking twice about it, I scooped her up in a tight embrace, and her legs wrapped around my body. Our mouths found each other, the pillowy softness of her lips enough to get me excited in the middle of an airport, standing among harried travelers. I instantly felt like I was floating, all worry gone with the touch of her lips.

      I was sure we garnered our fair share of disapproving stares, but in that moment, nothing mattered but having Quinn in my arms again.

      She tilted her head back, wide smile on her face, her hands interlaced behind my neck. “Hi.”

      “Hi, yourself.”

      We continued staring at each other, her bright eyes drinking in every inch of my face, and I did the same.

      How would I ever be able to let her go?

      “You sent a plane.”

      The corner of my mouth tilted up. “I did.”

      “Thank you. I loved it.” She slid down my body until she was standing on her own two feet again. “But it was too much. You didn’t have to do that.”

      Kissing her nose, I took her bags in one hand, then interlaced our fingers with the other. “I have the plane, so you might as well use it.”

      “It’s as easy as that, is it?”

      Pulling her closer, I walked us out to my car sitting at the curb in front of the entrance. When you were an Olysses, you had special privileges wherever you went. One of them was parking in a no-parking zone and having an airport attendant guard it.

      I didn’t want a driver today. For this weekend, it would only be Quinn and me. No interruptions. For once, I’d pretend the outside world didn’t exist. The memories would have to carry me through the rest of my life, and I intended to savor every moment I had left with her.

      Opening her door, I watched Quinn get in the car, holding myself back from reaching for her again. I put her bags in the trunk next to mine and slid into the driver seat, tipping the airport employee who’d been standing next to my car.

      Quinn turned to me with a warm smile, her eyes sparkling. “So what’s on the agenda for today? Do you still have to work?”

      “It’s a surprise. And I’m not working while you’re here.” I didn’t want to miss a single moment I had with her.

      My family had a beach house in Saugatuck, and I was taking her there. I wasn’t going to share my time with Quinn with anyone else. Not my sister or my parents, who’d all been asking about her.

      I hadn’t even told them she was coming, and I had no intention of doing so.

      Once we made it out of the busy city, I relaxed against my seat, taking Quinn’s hand in mine. The drive was smooth, and conversation came easy. Her enthusiasm at everything we drove past was infectious.

      She made me stop at St. Joseph, and I didn’t even mind getting dragged into shops stuffed with random trinkets and incense that made my nose hairs recoil in fear.

      We ate at a coffee shop that didn’t possess one matching piece of furniture, dish, or cutlery. I obviously didn’t hide my horror as well as I thought, because when Quinn’s attention turned to me, she burst out laughing.

      Her hair was a mess, her cheeks red from the cold outside, and I couldn’t take my eyes off her. She’d never been more beautiful.

      She nudged me while still chuckling. “Do you want to wait outside? I can order our food.”

      Pulling her closer and away from the most likely flea-infested furniture, I shook my head. “Nonsense. But promise not to touch anything.”

      She let out a snort, then slapped her hand over her mouth, her shoulders bouncing from the effort to hold back more laughter.

      Pulling her closer, I buried my head in her hair. “Stop laughing at me. It’s not my fault this place should be condemned.”

      “It’s perfectly clean and smells divine.”

      I had to give her that. The smell of freshly baked bread, muffins, and coffee hung in the air, making my mouth water. The fact that the place was clean was the only reason I hadn’t dragged her back outside yet.

      “Are you here on your honeymoon?” someone asked from behind us.

      Lifting my head, smile still on my face, I looked at the woman who’d asked the question. She had short white hair, red-rimmed glasses, and wore a sweater with every imaginable color splashed on it.

      I shook my head. “We’re only here for a visit.”

      Quinn had gone stiff at the question, pulling out of my embrace.

      “You make a lovely couple. When my dear Edward was still alive, he’d look at me like you look at your girlfriend.” She winked at Quinn. “Hold on to that one, dear. He’d do anything for you.”

      We were saved from answering when the girl behind the counter called, “Next.”

      Quinn ordered some weird tea concoction, and I opted for black coffee.

      We stepped back outside, carrying paper bags that held our food and to-go cups. Quinn wanted to sit on the pier, and we were dressed warm enough not to freeze before we could finish our food.

      I sank down beside her, watching her take a sip. “She was right, you know.”

      Looking at me over the rim of her cup, Quinn raised a brow. “Right about what?”

      “I’d do anything for you.” Except stay away.

      She leaned in, touching her lips to mine in a chaste kiss.

      I let out a deep breath, feeling more of the tension drain out of me. I knew I was doing the wrong thing by spending more time with her, but I was unable to stop the collision course I was on.

      We finished our lunch and continued exploring the small town.

      “You going to tell me where we’re going yet?” Quinn was busy looking into every single shop window we passed, never letting go of my hand.

      I wondered if this was how it was supposed to feel. The rightness of strolling down the road with her, the feeling of contentment. Both were foreign to me but something I could get used too all too easily if I let myself.

      “Nope. But I can tell you we’re almost there. You ready to get back on the road?”

      Staring longingly at a pink fluffy hat, she faltered. “Can we stop—”

      Tugging on her hand, I brought our bodies closer together so I could put my arm around her. “No way. Don’t even think about it.”

      When she turned her pouting lips and pleading eyes my way, I nearly crumbled. But no way would I walk next to her wearing that monstrosity.

      I caught myself, knowing I most likely wouldn’t have another chance to walk next to her. After this weekend, I wouldn’t see her again. So she could buy whatever hideous hat she wanted.

      Breaking eye contact, I swallowed, fighting to get myself back under control.

      “Hey, I wasn’t serious.” Her arms came around me, and she hugged me through our thick jackets. “Have you seen the price? No way would I pay that much for a hat.”

      We walked the rest of the way to the car in silence, Quinn enamored with the small town.

      My family would stop here every summer on our way to our beach house. I had great memories from my time spent on those vacations. They had eventually slipped to every other year, but now we hadn’t been up there as a family in at least five years.

      Mom used to make an effort to get everyone together at least once a year. She still insisted on family dinners as often as possible, but we were all busy and didn’t usually stay long. Family vacations were out of the question.

      I helped Quinn back into the Range Rover, glad I’d chosen comfort over speed for this trip. After storing her shopping bags in the back seat, we continued our drive.

      We had another forty-five minutes to go, and I couldn’t wait for her to see the house. It was nestled between trees with views of the ocean, allowing maximum privacy.

      I hadn’t brought any of my men with me, but the security systems in place would be sufficient. Nobody would set foot on the property without me knowing. There were motion sensors and cameras spread along the house, allowing for a complete view of the outside.

      Pulling up to the wrought iron gate, I typed in the code and scanned my fingerprint. There were more sophisticated systems out there, but we hadn’t a need for one. Except for staff, Quinn was the first person outside our family who would set foot on the property.

      The significance of it wasn’t lost on me, but I refused to think about what it meant.

      Quinn stared straight ahead, taking in the tree-lined road leading up to the house. I loved this place. Preferred it over my apartment. But conducting business from the middle of nowhere was impossible. And I was sure I’d eventually get lonely out here.

      A niggling voice in the back of my head kept insisting I wouldn’t ever be lonely if Quinn stayed with me. But disappearing wasn’t an option. I had responsibilities.

      She gasped when the house came into view. “This is your vacation house?”

      “It’s been in my family for generations. We added a few rooms and renovated, but other than that, it’s been kept mostly how it was first built.”

      Stopping the car in front of the house, I got out, stretching my arms above my head. Quinn’s eyes followed me around the car and to her side.

      I didn’t step back when she slid out, enjoying the closeness. Leaning down, I kissed her nose. “Welcome to the place where I spent half my childhood.”

      She grinned at me. “Let’s have a look at this quaint little beach house of yours.”

      “Follow me.” I led her to the front door, typing in a code on the keypad and again scanning my fingerprint. We thought about adding a retina scan but hadn’t gotten around to installing it. The house sat mostly forgotten, so I wouldn’t be surprised if my brothers hadn’t wasted a single thought about the place since their last visit.

      We made our way through the entrance hall and to the left wing first. It was where all the bedrooms were. She could have a look at the other rooms later. I’d spent almost four hours in the car with her without touching more than her hand or leg. There was no way I’d survive following her around the house, watching her ass sway back and forth and her hair bounce with each step. Everything she did turned me on.

      I’d been a fool to think spending more time with her would work her out of my system. If anything, it meant she’d embedded herself so deep there was no way to get her out. She wasn’t ever going to be a one-night stand or quick fuck.

      She was someone I wanted to spend the rest of my life with. Have kids with. Marry.

      Maybe in another life. Because in this one, she’s better off without me.

      I led her to a room at the end of the hall, but she stopped at the wall of photos. My mom had added some each year we were here, showing us boys and Freya in most of them.

      “Who took the photos? They’re gorgeous.”

      Stepping behind her, I pulled her back to my front, my arms holding her tight. “Mom. She studied photography. Loves taking photos, much to our annoyance when we were younger.”

      She pointed to a photo of Jude and me. Jude was about three in the photo, and I was ten. He was sitting on my lap, face covered in sand, big smiles on both our faces.

      “Who’s sitting on your lap? None of you have white-blond hair.”

      “That’s Jude. His hair got darker and darker until it was almost black by the time he was ten. He used to follow me around everywhere. Gabriel used to spend most of his time with Freya, playing dress-up.” I scanned the photos and pointed to one of him in a princess dress, drinking pretend tea with Freya. “There he is.”

      “Was he closest with Freya when she was still living at home?”

      “They used to be. Until he turned into a hormonal teenager.” Adjusting my hold on her, I leaned my cheek against her head. “They were close again once he calmed down, but Freya left shortly after. I don’t think he’s forgiven her yet for leaving without telling him.”

      Turning in my arms, Quinn moved her hands to my pecs. “Have you forgiven her yet? Because I know even though she acts like nothing can get to her, she missed you.”

      “We did what we thought was best to protect her. We never meant to take away her independence. We all love her.”

      “I know. It’s obvious in the way you all take care of her. But maybe you should tell her every once in a while.”

      I knew she was right. I held my feelings close to the vest, didn’t talk about them. And certainly not with someone who wasn’t family.

      But Quinn seemed to change all the rules I’d set for myself.

      “I didn’t come here to talk about my sister. I brought you here to have you all to myself. No interruptions, nobody to take your attention away from me.”

      “Then I think it’s time you showed me your bedroom.”

      I lifted her, and she wound her arms around me with a giggle. I buried my head in her neck, blowing raspberries on her skin. She tried pushing me away, but I held her to me, walking us to the last door on the left.

      I pushed the door open, a fresh lemon scent greeting us. Mom had the place cleaned once a month, and the team must have been by recently. They didn’t know who owned the place, and their codes and fingerprints were always erased from the system after they were done.

      Placing Quinn on the bed, I kicked my shoes off and joined her. Suspended above her, I took a moment to drink in her features and commit them to memory. Her sparkling bronze-colored eyes, full red lips, and rounded cheeks.

      Her hair was spread around her like a halo, the curls soft to the touch. I leaned in and kissed my way across her face, starting at her earlobe. I loved how she responded to every touch and kiss, her body arching into me, her arms winding around me, holding me close.

      Spurred on by her moans, I made my way to her mouth, needing to feel her lips on mine. Her hands were running up and down my back, having found their way underneath my T-shirt.

      Needing to feel her skin on mine, I sat up, then ripped my shirt off. Quinn looked at me from behind half-closed lids, her lips swollen, her cheeks flushed. Unable to help myself, I placed soft kisses on every inch of creamy skin I exposed.

      She must have used a peach body lotion, a trace of the smell still lingering. I took her shirt off, the bra next, my mouth hungrily lavishing attention to one nipple, then the other.

      I’d never thought of myself as a breast man, but Quinn’s inspired me to worship and pay special attention to them.

      And her response told me I wasn’t the only one who loved my newfound devotion. Her hands pulled at my hair, holding me to her.

      I came back up for air, both of us breathing hard, before taking her mouth in another kiss, our lips fusing, our tongues tangling.

      She pulled her leg up, then pushed forward. I was much bigger than her, so there was no way she could ever push me over without my consent. But since I liked what she did when she was on top, I was only too happy to roll onto my back. If I was honest, she could lie there and not move much and I’d still be turned on more than I ever had been with anyone else.

      Watching her sit astride me, her glorious tits bouncing, I went painfully hard.

      I reached out, but she slapped my hands away. “Nuh-uh, my turn.”

      She copied my earlier ministrations, placing kisses on every exposed inch of skin. When she made it to my pants, she didn’t hesitate to open my belt and button, then slid the zipper down.

      She put her hands inside my boxers and pulled them down. I complied with her silent command and lifted off the bed. She slid everything down to my ankles, then wrestled my pants and boxers the rest of the way off.

      “You’re so perfect that sometimes I wonder if you’re real.” Her voice was hushed, reverent, her eyes wandering over my body, greedily drinking me in. I reveled in her attentions, relaxing into the soft mattress with a satisfied sigh.

      “I should be saying that to you, because you’re the most exquisite creature I’ve ever met.”

      She took a shuddering inhale, then leaned down, licking me from root to tip. I nearly came at the feeling of her hot tongue on me.

      Sinking my hands into her hair, I held her to me, careful to leave my grip relaxed. Her hand disappeared between her legs. The fact that she was aroused from this was a turn-on unlike any other.

      I was getting close but didn’t want to blow inside her mouth. I wanted to feel her clench around me. “I want to come inside you,” I pressed out between clenched teeth.

      Releasing me with a loud pop, Quinn looked up, her hair tousled around her face, her lips swollen, her eyes glazed with lust.

      Unable to wait any longer, I pulled her up and then flipped us over. My hungry mouth found hers, my hands shaking with the need to touch her.

      Fumbling for my discarded pants that thankfully hadn’t gone far, I pulled out one of the condoms I’d put in my pocket earlier. Sliding it on, I lined up and slowly pushed in. Our breaths were heavy, our eyes locked, neither of us able to look away. I moved in and out, taking my time, hungry for her every little mewl.

      She wet her lips, and I leaned back down, following the path her tongue had taken with my own.

      “Liam,” she moaned against my mouth. “I’m so close.”

      I wanted to drag it out as long as possible, but I didn’t think I could hold out any longer. And when she tightened around me, her muscles clenching, her arms and legs winding around me tight, I knew I’d follow her over.

      We came together in a beautiful explosion, made even sweeter after the slow build.

      “You should have come to my bed every time you broke into my apartment instead of sitting in my chair. We could have been doing this for over a year.” Her voice was muffled since she’d buried her head in my neck.

      I rolled off her, looking at her relaxed face. “You knew I was in your apartment?”

      Resting on a forearm, she looked at me with an unreadable expression. “I knew from the first time you broke in.”

      All this time I’d thought she’d been asleep. Why had she never said anything? Or called the cops? The last thing I wanted was to terrify her. How was she still with me? She should have run away screaming the first time I kissed her.

      “And you weren’t scared?” I hated asking the question. But I needed to know, even if it would kill me if she said yes.

      Placing a kiss to my chest, she shook her head. “Never.” She draped half her body on me, holding me tight. “I used to wait every night for you to show up. The only time I’d get a good night’s rest was after your visits.”

      Speechless, I held her close. I didn’t deserve her trust. Because I was about to betray her in the worst way.

      My throat tightened, and the need for fresh air became overwhelming. Kissing her head, I ran my hand down her arm. “I’m going to go clean up.”

      Rolling over, she curled into a ball, her back exposed, making me want to trail my fingers down the soft curve of her spine, followed by my mouth.

      There wasn’t anything about her that I didn’t find sexy. Ending us would break me. Right after I broke her.

      Pushing thoughts of the future aside, I cleaned up, then opened the balcony door and stepped outside, unconcerned about my nudity. The house was secluded. The sensors would go off and send an alarm to my phone if anyone was too close.

      When my balls had sufficiently shriveled up and my dick had finally calmed down thanks to the cold air, I went back inside. Quinn was breathing deeply, one of her hands clenched tightly in front of her chest.

      Closing the balcony doors, I pulled on pants and went downstairs to get our bags, then put away the groceries I’d brought with me. Once the desire to get back to Quinn became too strong to ignore any longer, I joined her in bed.

      I wound myself as close around her as I could get, our hands intertwined, hers holding on tight in her sleep, her body relaxed against mine.

      I only had a small amount of time left with her. And despite the guilt trying to drag me under, I’d relish every second we spent together.

      Sleep didn’t come that night. Instead, my mind was going in circles, insisting there was a way out of my marriage contract. But there simply wasn’t. I had a duty to my family, and Quinn deserved better than to become a mistress.

      We were stuck, and soon she would find out how much of a ruthless bastard I really was.
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      Quinn

      Waking up next to Liam was surreal. I’d never felt safer than when I was cocooned in his warmth. I wanted to stay like this forever and forget the rest of the world even existed.

      His head was resting on my stomach, his arms around my body, holding me close. He pushed himself up, tracing a line up my chest with his fingertip, circling each of my nipples until they stood to attention.

      He ran his lips over my stomach. “Good morning, astéri mou.”

      Sleepy Liam was irresistible. His raspy voice and stubbled jaw against my stomach when he talked caused goose bumps to break out on my body.

      “You hungry?” he asked. “We missed dinner last night.”

      As I ran my hand through the soft strands of his hair, the realization hit me that I would give up everything for this man. Ignoring the tightness in my chest, I smiled at him. “I could eat.”

      Liam pressed a kiss to my lips. “I brought food with me. It’s in the fridge.”

      He kissed me again, and I sank into the mattress. “Maybe we can eat a little later. There’s no rush.”

      He smirked at me and pressed his lips to mine again in a soft caress. This time his tongue traced the seam of my lips, demanding entry. Which I only too eagerly gave.

      His kisses were slow and soft, his usual urgency gone. Every time he touched me, I felt cherished, each caress a whisper against my skin. This wasn’t a simple hookup anymore. The thought took hold of my heart, squeezing tight.

      It made me believe we had a future together, that he wanted us to happen as much as I did.

      My whole body was flushed in pleasure at Liam’s attention, my muscles relaxed. I gave myself over to the sensations his every touch and kiss coaxed from me.

      His lips traveled down over my collarbone, then my breasts, paying special attention to each nipple.

      “I wanted to go slow this morning, but I’m afraid I’m going to embarrass myself if I don’t get inside you.”

      The crinkle of foil sounded, and then his hands brushed down my waist to my leg, pulling it up and around his hip, then doing the same to the other.

      My laugh came out husky. “I have absolutely no objections.”

      I barely got out the last word before he surged inside and I couldn’t talk anymore. The only sounds coming from my lips were incoherent babble and moans.

      Liam sat up, taking me with him, keeping me connected to him the whole time. We ended up with him kneeling on the bed, me straddling his lap. The changed position meant he slid in farther, pushing me to the brink even faster.

      Our mouths clashed, our movements less of the gentle caress of only minutes before and more of a desperation to get as close as possible.

      Liam became my whole world in that moment, the only thing on my mind, the only thing that mattered. And when I shattered on a choked cry, I didn’t think I would ever be able to separate sex and emotions again.

      Because now that I knew what it was like being with someone I felt as much for as Liam, anyone who came before looked dull and gray.

      With a loud roar, Liam followed me over, and we collapsed to the bed on our sides, still connected.

      Holding my hand, he placed a kiss on the back before bringing it to his chest. We lay in comfortable silence until the grumbling of my stomach forced us to move.

      Liam released my hand, then lightly smacked my butt. “Let’s take a shower so I can feed you.”

      The shower took longer than any I’d ever taken before, but running soapy hands all over Liam’s body was too much fun to cut short. And since he seemed to feel the same way when it was his turn, it took us nearly an hour before we went downstairs.

      Liam held my hand the whole way. Right then I would have followed him anywhere.

      Stepping into the light kitchen, I took in the grandeur surrounding me. This was their beach house, yet it was nicer and much bigger than any place I’d ever lived in.

      Lost in thought, I squeaked in surprise when Liam lifted me and placed me on the kitchen counter.

      His hair was still wet, he was only wearing sweatpants and a white T-shirt that was tight in all the right places. His feet were bare, his expression relaxed. I’d never seen him more at ease. In fact, yesterday was the first time I’d seen him in anything other than a suit.

      “You sure you know what you’re doing?” I couldn’t help but ask with a smirk.

      Waving a spatula at me, he pulled eggs and bacon out of the fridge. “I don’t know how to cook much, but breakfast has always been my favorite meal. And frying up eggs and bacon isn’t that hard to figure out.”

      “I’ll make us pancakes tomorrow.”

      He brushed a kiss against my cheek. “That sounds perfect.”

      Something as simple as watching Liam cook sent happy tingles all through my body. When the lady asked us yesterday if we were there for our honeymoon, the longing that crashed into me was overwhelming. Because I wanted to tie myself to Liam in every way.

      The thought of us being on our honeymoon felt amazing. I’d tensed at the café, worried Liam would be offended at the question.

      But when he answered her lightly, not seeming put off, I relaxed. The thought was crazy, since we’d only just started whatever this was. I was getting way ahead of myself. But when it came to Liam, I couldn’t help but plan our future together.
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      “Do we really have to go back? My plane isn’t leaving until tomorrow.”

      Liam traced my lips with his finger. “I don’t want to leave either. But Gabriel said there was an issue that needed my attention.”

      “Can’t they take care of it themselves?”

      We’d spent yesterday mostly in bed, only venturing outside for a walk along the beach. Which ended up with me getting sand stuck in uncomfortable places.

      Waking up a second morning next to Liam had been indescribable. He was my perfect match in all things. I’d never been able to just be. To talk to someone about everything and nothing. To find such bliss with another person.

      But this morning Liam’s phone had rung nonstop for about an hour until he eventually picked up. Apparently, he was needed. So instead of being in bed as originally planned, we were getting ready to drive back to Chicago now, not tonight.

      “I’ll make it up to you. Promise.” Placing a chaste kiss to my lips, he grabbed our bags and walked out.

      Taking one last, longing look around his room, I followed, wondering if I’d get a chance to come back.

      “Do you want me to empty the fridge?” I asked when we walked past the kitchen.

      “No need. The cleaner will take care of everything.”

      He put the bags in the car, then came around to my still-open door and leaned in. “Whatever happens, I hope you’ll never regret coming out here with me.”

      Taking his face in my hands, I pressed a kiss to his lips. “There’s no way I could ever regret the time we’ve spent together.”

      A pained expression stole over his face, there and gone too quickly for me to figure out what it meant. He touched his lips to mine one last time, and then we left our getaway in the rearview mirror.

      This time we didn’t stop anywhere, except for one quick bathroom break. The city seemed too loud after the serenity of the beach. Our time there already felt like a dream.

      “I’m so sorry, but I don’t have time to drop you at my apartment first. I have to go straight to our head office. Are you okay hanging out there? I have a TV, a minibar, and couch in my office, which hopefully will keep you busy while I deal with business.”

      Squeezing the hand he had on my knee, I turned to him. “No problem at all. I’m sure I can find something to keep myself busy.”

      “If it takes too long, I’ll get someone to take you to my place.”

      “Whatever is easiest. Don’t worry about me.”

      “I’ll always worry about you.”

      His tone sounded regretful, but I didn’t want to read too much into it. Our drive back to the city had been much more somber than our drive up. We’d barely talked, Liam concentrating on driving.

      But he’d touched me the whole time, either with a hand on my knee or holding my hand in his.

      We parked in an underground garage that held more expensive cars in one place than I’d ever seen before in my life. Shutting off the engine, Liam turned to me. “You sure you’re okay coming up with me?”

      “Absolutely. I want to see where you work.”

      I bet his office was as fancy as everything else in his life. And I was curious to see it. It was part of him, a place he spent a lot of time in.

      “Okay, let’s do this, then. Wait for me to get your door.”

      Unable to hide the smile spreading over my face at his insistence, I made no move to reach for the door handle.

      After helping me out of the seat, he took my hand and led us to an elevator that required an access pass and code. We rode up to almost the top, our hands entwined the whole way, Liam’s thumb drawing circles on my skin.

      Leading us past an empty reception area, he walked past closed doors to an office at the end of the corridor. Jude and Gabriel were already there, pacing in front of a sleek and incredibly organized desk.

      “This is my office.” Indicating the space currently occupied by his brothers, Liam ushered me inside.

      Gabriel’s attention jumped to us, his eyes narrowing when he saw me. “Seriously?” he snapped at Liam.

      “None of your fucking business.” Shooting him a glare, he nodded to the door we’d come through. “Now let’s get this done instead of wasting any more of my time.”

      With a grumble, Gabriel left the office.

      Jude winked at me on his way past. “Quinn. Good to see you again.”

      Smiling at him, I nodded. “You too.”

      Liam put his hand on my cheek, tilting my head back. “Help yourself to anything you need. There’s a bathroom through the door next to the desk.” He pressed a hard kiss to my mouth before following his brothers.

      Looking around the vast space, I took in the glass wall in front of me. The view was amazing, showing the high-rises in all their glory. I wandered along his bookshelves that covered the whole right wall, studying his boring textbooks on strategy and business. He didn’t have a single fiction title in his vast selection.

      No wonder he was always grumpy. I would be, too, if I spent my free time reading mind-numbing books.

      Next to the shelves was a coffee table and two leather seats. He also had a record player set up. Curious what he listened to, I browsed his collection, happy to note that his taste in music was much better than his taste in books. Settling on Aretha Franklin, I put a record on.

      Deciding to kill some time by making a list of things I had to do when I was back in San Francisco, I approached his clean desk. Stacks of organized papers and a laptop sat on top, no blank paper or pens in sight.

      I hesitated a moment before opening his desk drawers, hoping to find what I was looking for in there. The first one held pens, all neatly lined up. Selecting a black ballpoint pen, I continued looking for paper. Instead, I found a gun in the bottom drawer and a few knives in the lonely drawer on the other side.

      All the papers on the desk looked like contracts. I scanned over them, hoping to find a blank page. But instead, my eyes landed on what looked like a deal between Liam and a guy named Aleksándr.

      I wasn’t one to snoop, but when I saw the word “marriage” and a date only three weeks away, my curiosity won out.

      And I wished I hadn’t seen what I did. Because the contract outlined the marriage between Liam and a girl named Vanna.

      It was signed and dated two days ago. Which meant he’d invited me to Chicago knowing full well he was about to get married.

      Not comprehending what I was seeing, I sank into his chair. This couldn’t be true. But a glance up confirmed the contract was still sitting where it was two minutes before, saying exactly the same thing.

      Liam is engaged to someone else.

      I didn’t know how long I sat there, staring at the paper that had pulled the rug from under me. After a while, everything went blurry, but I never took my eyes off it. No matter how much I wished for it not to be true, the paper didn’t suddenly combust and disappear.

      How could I have let someone dupe me like this? Thinking back, I tried hard to find a sign that Liam hadn’t been sincere.

      “What are you doing sitting in the dark?” Liam’s voice slashed through the silent room, making me jump in my seat, blinking my surroundings back into focus. It had gotten dark, the lights of the city gleaming through the big window at my back.

      Coming to stand next to me, he leaned down to place a kiss on my head.

      Stiffening, I moved back. “Don’t touch me.”

      Reeling back, a frown line marring his stupidly beautiful jerk face, he studied me. “What’s wrong? Did something happen?”

      Standing up, I grabbed the contract off the desk. “You tell me.” The paper shook in my hands as I held it up. “What the hell is this?”

      Liam’s eyes went comically wide when he saw what I was holding. “It’s not what it looks like.”

      “Okay. So this isn’t a contract stating that you’re marrying a girl named Vanna? One that has your signature on it?”

      Oh God, I’m the other woman. The thought hit me like a truck, making me sick. I bent over the side of the desk, aiming for the wastebasket I’d seen there earlier.

      Heaving into it, I was glad it wasn’t one with holes but rather solid metal. Warm hands touched my back, and then my hair was pulled out of the way.

      Once I was done, a tissue appeared in front of me. I wiped my mouth, then stood up, shrugging off his touch.

      I’d dropped the contract to the ground in my haste to not get sick all over his expensive-looking carpet, but for all I cared it could stay there. Crossing my arms in front of my body, I shivered.

      “I don’t even know my fiancée.” His voice came out strangled, as if he knew this was the end for us. His chest rose and fell with his deep inhales, his face a mask of granite.

      I was going to be sick again. He didn’t even try to deny it. He was engaged. Hearing the words “my fiancée” come out of his mouth, referring to someone who wasn’t me, sent a sharp pain through me, nearly bringing me to my knees.

      Swallowing down the bile in my throat, I took a step back. “You must know her well enough to want to marry her.”

      “It’s business. I didn’t have a choice.”

      Taking another step back, I stood up straight, dropping my arms to my sides. “There’s always a choice. You had a choice whether or not to invite me here. You had a choice to not take things further with me. And you certainly had a choice when you didn’t tell me you were engaged.”

      Then I turned on my heels and ran for all I was worth. Ignoring his calls for me to stop, I went down the stairs, not wanting to wait for the elevator. I raced down the steps, taking them two, sometimes three at a time.

      This was the worst thing to ever happen to me. I’d fallen for a liar. A cheater. And I still wanted him.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      Pushing through the door into the lobby, I sprinted across the marble floors. My only thought was to escape.

      The taxi gods were on my side for once, and a taxi pulled up as I stepped outside.

      They dropped someone off, and I slid in as soon as the door was clear.

      What am I going to do?
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      Liam

      “Get the fuck off me, you motherfuckers.” My voice was muffled, since both my brothers were holding me down.

      “No way. You need to let her go. Running after her like a lovesick fool will accomplish absolutely nothing.”

      Since when is Gabriel the fucking voice of reason?

      “I need to explain.” This couldn’t be how we ended. I wanted to talk to her. Make sure she understood that this was bigger than both of us. That it wasn’t my choice to marry a stranger. That what we’d had was real. More real than anything I’d ever had.

      Jude slapped my cheek, and I gritted my teeth to stop myself from biting his finger off. “I think she understood that you’re engaged. Not sure what exactly you need to explain to her.”

      Gabriel shifted his position and dug his elbow in my back, the fucker. “Calm your ass down and look at it from your position as head of the Olysses family. Just because you’ve not officially been sworn in yet doesn’t mean anything. You’re still the boss now. You can’t go chasing after some girl who doesn’t want you anymore.”

      Jude leaned down so I could see his stupid grinning face. “Smile.”

      Then the fucker took a selfie.

      Roaring, I bucked underneath them again, but all that accomplished was my brothers shifting position and my cheek pressing harder into the scratchy carpet.

      Jude scrolled though his phone with one hand, the other still pushing me to the floor. “Tut, tut. That’s not how a leader behaves.”

      Gritting my teeth, I huffed between breaths. “I’m not officially the boss yet.”

      And then it sank in. I wasn’t the boss yet. Either of my brothers could do the job.

      It doesn’t have to be me.

      Gabriel raised a brow at my comment. “That’s only a formality at this point.”

      A formality we could change.

      “But it’s not final yet.”

      Jude groaned. “Whatever is going on in that big brain of yours, I don’t like it.”

      I’d had enough. “This would be the point where you let me up,” I growled.

      Having a conversation with both of my brothers shortening my air supply wasn’t exactly comfortable. They’d both been working out, judging by their weight and strength. A year ago, they’d have barely been able to hold me down.

      “You calm? Or are you going to run after her as soon as we let go?” Gabriel asked, the doubt in his voice obvious.

      “I’m not motherfucking calm. My brothers are sitting on me. The only woman I’ve ever loved and aren’t related to now thinks I’m worth less than the dirt on her shoes. And I have to marry a stranger who I have zero interest in.”

      I was breathing heavy at the end of my rant, but surprisingly, they stood up. Gabriel held out his hand, and I took it, only to pull him to me and put him in a headlock. “Don’t ever stop me from doing something that’s important to me again.”

      Gabriel huffed. “Relax. How would I know she means so much to you? You’re locked up tighter than a nun’s legs.”

      “What do we do now?” Jude had his knife out, flipping it in his hand. He’d had plenty of accidents when he was younger, the knife embedding itself in his hand many times. But in the end, he came out a master with the blade, his aim true and his confidence unshakeable.

      Gabriel coughed once I released him, then clapped me on the back. Ignoring my glare, he righted his suit. “Now we sort out the mess Liam has gotten himself in.”

      “You’ve done quite enough. I’m going to sort out my own mess.” And I already had a plan.

      Jude caught his knife and put it back in its sheath. “We can help.”

      “Good. Because I need you to do something for me.”

      Gabriel stepped up. “Anything.”

      I was hoping he’d say that.

      “Great. Then you’ll be at the ceremony tonight, becoming the new head of the Olysses family.”

      All movement ceased, quite a feat for Jude, who always fidgeted.

      Two sets of familiar eyes stared at me, both of my brothers speechless for once in their lives. I was tempted to take a picture. It would make a great addition to the photo wall in the beach house.

      “Did you hit your head too hard on the floor?” Gabriel asked.

      “Did we cut off your oxygen for too long?” Jude inquired at the same time.

      Walking to my office, I motioned for them to follow. “Quite the opposite. For the first time in a while, I’m thinking clearly.”

      Jude’s eyes bulged, and he looked like he’d burst a few blood vessels. “You better pack your bags and hope Dad won’t find you wherever you decide to hide.”

      “Have you lost your mind? I can’t be the boss,” Gabriel spluttered, his face going an interesting shade of red.

      “You’ve been by my side since day one. You know the business inside out. You know what to do. And if you stopped screwing around, you’d be an excellent leader.”

      “I don’t want to be a leader.” He looked like he’d bitten into a lemon. “That was always meant to be you. You always had the best grades, were focused, and knew what you wanted to do your whole life. Are you willing to throw everything out the window for some random woman who doesn’t even want you?”

      Ignoring him, I retrieved the contract from where Quinn had left it on the floor. Finally taking charge of my life felt amazing. Invigorating. “I’ll become your second. Guide you until you feel confident to take over.”

      Gabriel and Jude followed me to the elevator, resembling two lost little lambs. It would have been funny if they weren’t so confused. Pushing the button, I turned to Gabriel. “First lesson: if you don’t know what’s going on, pretend you do. Starting now.”

      Finally closing his mouth, Gabriel shook his head. “I don’t agree with this. You can’t make me the boss.”

      “I can’t. That’s why we’re meeting Dad. Oh, and you also gained a fiancée.” Slapping him on his back the same way he’d done to me before, I grinned. “Congratulations.”

      “Take a moment to think about what you’re doing. Nobody wants me as the boss. I’m reckless. I party too much. Dad is going to have a heart attack when he hears about this. Do you want his death on your conscience?”

      “He’ll be fine. He wants someone to take over. I doubt it matters if that’s me or you, as long as it’s one of his sons.”

      “I feel left out. You didn’t even think to ask me,” Jude grumbled, arms crossed over his chest.

      “The job is all yours if you want it,” Gabriel was quick to jump in. “I’ll even stay your second.”

      The elevator doors opening cut off any further conversation. “Meet me at Dad’s,” I called back to them, then got in my car.

      Jude and Gabriel jumped in another car, following me out of the parking garage.

      I wasn’t looking forward to the conversation I was about to have with my family, but in the end, I was sure this was for the best. My heart hadn’t been fully in it for at least a year. Besides, I wasn’t intending on leaving the family business completely, only making adjustments.

      Hopefully, it would lessen the sting of my decision.

      I called Pete on the way, asking him to find Quinn and keep her safe until I could get there.

      When I pulled up to the mansion, my resolve strengthened. Not once since making it had I doubted my decision. Instead, I felt liberated.

      Dad was waiting at the door, frown on his face. I’d texted him, only telling him we needed an emergency meeting. He’d improved every day since coming home, his color coming back, his steps steadier.

      It helped that he had the best nurse in Mom and the newest equipment and best care money could buy.

      I walked up the steps, Jude and Gabriel close behind me.

      “What’s this about an emergency meeting?” Dad turned for his office, knowing we’d follow. “Did you find out who shot me?”

      “Not quite,” Jude said, his step entirely too enthusiastic, his voice holding misplaced excitement.

      Gabriel was the last through the door, closing it behind him.

      Dad sat down in his chair, looking at us with raised brows. “So, what is this about? Out with it.”

      “Liam has fallen in love,” Jude singsonged, earning himself a punch on the arm from Gabriel and the promise of more pain from me later.

      Dad’s gaze swung from one to the other. “And that’s cause for a meeting?”

      “It is when the idiot steps down from taking over because he doesn’t want to marry the Russian princess,” Gabriel put in, cutting me off.

      Dad’s face went slack, his arms dropped on the desk, and he blinked at me. Eventually regaining his composure, he cleared his throat. “Sorry, but I thought I heard you say that Liam, my firstborn, the one groomed to take over the business since he could walk, is stepping down.”

      Jude leaned forward, enjoying this entirely too much, the little fucker. “That’s exactly what you heard.”

      “Gabriel knows as much about the business as I do. He’ll be a great boss,” I cut in. I’d have to make him see it as an advantage to the business. “And he won’t be distracted like I am. You know I love this family, and I’ve given everything to the business.”

      “And wait for it.” Jude pretended to do a drumroll, banging his hands on the table. “Here’s the but we’re all waiting for.”

      Ignoring my obnoxious little brother, I looked at Dad, making sure I had his attention. “Quinn changed things.” Dad’s face went red, and his mouth opened, but I held my hand up and kept talking, for once not showing him the respect he deserved. “I love her. And the look on her face when she found out I was engaged will haunt me for the rest of my life. I’m going to make this right and get her back.”

      Gabriel scoffed. “You’re awfully sure you’ll win her back. She was pretty pissed when she ran out of the office.”

      Not turning his way, I gave him the finger, all my attention still on Dad, who was less red but still looked ready to pop a blood vessel.

      “You’re stepping down, giving up your birthright for a girl you’ve known for about two seconds.” Putting his hands on top of the desk, he leaned forward. “Marrying the Russian brat doesn’t mean you can’t keep someone else on the side. You’ll be able to do whatever you want.”

      Gritting my teeth, I knew I had to stand my ground now or risk getting outvoted. “Swapping places with Gabriel doesn’t mean I’m abandoning my birthright. Only amending it slightly.”

      “Do you even care what everyone else wants to do? Or is this once again only about the mighty Liam?” Gabriel complained, still not on board with the idea of taking over. I would have thought he’d love it. He’d finally get to tell me what to do.

      “Like Dad said, you’ll be the most powerful man in Chicago,” I told him. “You can get all the women you want.”

      He leaned back in his chair, pouting. “I’ll also be married. That kind of puts a damper on my plans.”

      “It’s only on paper. You don’t even know her. I’m sure she’ll be happy to let you live your life, as long as she gets to live hers. I bet she doesn’t want this marriage any more than you do.”

      Sitting up, Gabriel glowered at me, his brows pinched. “Then why can’t you marry her? Buy your wife her own house, and Quinn could even move in with you.”

      “Quinn would never go for that. You didn’t see the way she looked at me when she found out I was engaged.”

      “You’re still engaged,” Dad growled. “The ceremony to officially make you the boss is tonight.” He pinched the bridge of his nose between two fingers. “You boys have always had the worst timing.”

      His resolve cracked, and I took a sledgehammer to it without remorse. “I’ve made my decision, and there’s no changing it. Gabriel will be a great boss. Probably better than I ever was.”

      “Fuck you. I don’t want to be the boss,” Gabriel snarled, then turned to Jude, who jumped out of his chair, putting his hands up.

      “No way. Stop looking at me like that. I’m the youngest. There’s no way anyone will accept me taking over. They would have seen you at meetings. You know all the big players. Much easier transition than if this was me.”

      Guess nobody wanted the job. But they expected me to do it without complaints. And I’d never once doubted my purpose or the importance of one day leading the family.

      I’d worked for tonight my whole life. And one woman had managed to throw all my plans out the window. Yet I found it hard to regret what I was about to do. And if Quinn thought I’d let her run away from me, she didn’t know me at all.

      But I’d remedy that. She’d find out soon how far I’d go to get her back. But first we had to get through the next few hours.

      Standing up, I indicated that the meeting was over. “Gabriel, you’re the best choice, and you know it. Jude is a wild card. He likes shooting things too much to be a serious leader. He’d have no allies left because he’d put a bullet in all of them as soon as they pissed him off.”

      Walking to the door, I opened it, looking back at three stunned faces. “Let’s do this.”

      Gabriel grumbled but followed me to the fleet of armored Range Rovers waiting for us in the driveway. We’d go in three different cars, five more following us, two in front. Some might think it was overkill, but I wasn’t taking any chances. Not when it came to our futures.
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      Quinn

      I couldn’t remember the taxi ride. Or how the elevator took me up to Freya’s apartment. Or how I walked down the gleaming hallways and up to her front door.

      A sob escaped me as soon as she answered my frantic knocks. “Freya.”

      She held her arms out, and I collapsed into them, causing her to stumble back. She held me close, making shushing noises. I buried my face in her shoulder, my body trembling from the effort it took to get myself back under control.

      The door closed, and she led me to the couch, sitting me down.

      “Who do I need to kill?”

      Brushing away a few errant tears, I sat up, ignoring the hiccups the crying had brought with it. “He’s engaged.”

      At the thought of Liam marrying someone else, someone who wasn’t me, my eyes burned up again.

      “Who’s engaged?”

      “Liam.”

      Freya’s jaw dropped, and she stilled.

      “I didn’t mean for us to happen,” I added, as if that explained everything.

      She caught herself and nodded. “Obviously, since you’re sitting on my couch bawling your eyes out.” She waved a hand up and down my body.

      Freya stood up, then held out her hand to me. “This requires alcohol.” She dragged me to the kitchen, pushing me onto one of the barstools.

      Rummaging in the cupboards, she came back with a bottle of vodka and another of cranberry juice. “We also have wine and beer, but I figured this would get us to where we want to be quicker.” She mixed them together in two tall glasses.

      I accepted the drink she handed me but set it down on the bar. We had to clear the air first. “Are you mad at me?”

      Freya set down her own drink where she was standing on the other side of the bar. “Not mad. Upset you didn’t confide in me, though.”

      “I know. And I’m sorry. I didn’t know how to tell you. Especially if it was only a one-off thing.”

      She fixed me with a stare. “This doesn’t look like a one-off.”

      My head dropped forward. “That’s because it wasn’t. I’ve never felt anything even close to what I’m feeling for your brother for anyone else. He was everything to me.”

      Still was, no matter what had happened. And I thought I hated myself most of all for the feelings I still had for him.

      Standing up, she crossed her arms over her chest. “What did he do?”

      “He’s engaged to someone else.” My voice wavered, but thankfully there were no tears this time.

      Freya nodded. “The Russian princess.”

      “He was engaged the whole time he was with me.” I’d thought his feelings were genuine. He’d seemed interested in me for more than a hole to wet his dick in.

      How could I have read him so wrong?

      “The contract was signed years ago. He never had a choice,” she explained.

      I guess I should have told her from the start what was going on. She could have saved me a lot of heartache.

      “That doesn’t make me feel better.”

      Freya lifted her glass. “How about drowning your sorrows in vodka, then?”

      Picking up my drink, I put it to my mouth and finished it all. “Sounds good.”

      An hour later, I was swaying on my stool, watching her make a mojito. There were bits of mint floating on the top, and she’d added too much ice. I was pretty sure she’d used tap water to mix it.

      When she pushed the cocktail in front of me, I eyed the murky drink. But I guessed little mint never killed anyone. Already buzzed, I took a hefty gulp before spitting it straight back out. “Holy shit, how much lime juice did you use?”

      Freya shook the plastic bottle that had previously held the juice. “The whole bottle?”

      She took a sip of her own mojito, shuddering as soon as the liquid touched her lips. “That’s it. We’re going out and getting a proper drink.”

      Looking pointedly at my clothes, she raised a brow. “You can borrow a dress and shoes. Gunner is out until late for some super-secret mission he wouldn’t tell me about, so we can sneak out.”

      Marching to the back of her apartment, she waved her arms for me to follow. “Come on. No time to waste.”

      After stuffing me into a tight black dress that pushed my boobs up to my neck, towering heels, and lending me one of her coats, we were ready to go. Freya was wearing skintight black jeans and a ripped top. Black boots and a leather jacket completed her outfit.

      We took a taxi to a bar a few blocks away. There were people everywhere, the lighting was dim, and it smelled of a myriad of aftershaves and perfumes. We pushed our way through the crowds, finding a table in the back.

      And that was where we stayed for the next two hours. Freya let me rant until I ran out of steam. I then moved on to wondering how I didn’t see the signs. The waitress, Bernadette, kept up a steady supply of drinks after I told her why we were there.

      Freya raised her glass, liquid sloshing over the side, drenching her hand. “Whoops. Anyway, where was I?” She clinked her glass to mine. “That’s right. My untrustworthy brothers.”

      My body was pleasantly numb, and if I didn’t close one eye, there were two Freyas sitting in front of me. “I can’t believe he lied to me.” A tear escaped, but instead of giving in to the urge to dissolve into a crying puddle, I took another hefty sip of my drink.

      I didn’t even know what I was putting in my body. All I knew was it numbed the pain and made me nauseous, taking my mind off my torn heart. “I thought he was special,” I continued. “He was everything.”

      Freya slapped her hand on the table next to mine, then slapped a little closer before she made it to my hand, holding on. “Did you move your hand?”

      Blinking at her, I wondered which one of us was drunker. Gunner would kill me if I returned her like this. She had to sober up. “We should eat something.”

      I waved Bernadette down and ordered a pizza, fries, and two pieces of cheesecake. I forgot to get water, but I was sure she’d be back soon.

      “We forgot to get new drinks,” Freya slurred, holding her empty glass up to the light. It’d been half full not five minutes ago.

      “No more drinks for you.” My words were as slurred as hers.

      She giggled. “Your hair is weirdly big. Why is it so big?”

      Closing one eye so she came into focus more, I smoothed my curls down. “I didn’t brush it this morning.”

      Freya rested her head on the table. “I’m sleepy.”

      Bernadette set our food on the table, then two glasses of water. “You guys need anything else?”

      I eyed the pizza, my mouth watering. “You are an angel, Bernadette. Thank you.”

      She left us with a stack of napkins and a pat on Freya’s back.

      Taking a bite of my pizza, I groaned. How was it that food always tasted better when you were drunk? “You have to try this. It’s amazing.”

      I heaped fries on top of my slice, then added ketchup. Delicious.

      Freya lifted her head, fake gagging when she saw my food. “You’re disgusting.”

      “Stop judging me and eat your food.”

      “Your taste is definitely off. After all, you hooked up with one of my brothers.”

      The reminder made the food sit like rocks in my belly. “Well, I know better now, don’t I?”

      At least I wasn’t living in the same city as Liam. The thought of running into him while he was with his fiancée made my nose twitch and my eyes burn.

      Searching for my hand again, she found it on the third try, slapping it. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it. It was a stupid joke.”

      After rescuing my hand, I made up a plate and pushed it in front of her. “Don’t worry about it.”

      We finished eating, both our eyes getting heavy. When Freya laid her head down on the table again, clutching the edges, I knew I had to get her home.

      After paying our bill, I collected my friend, and we headed outside arm in arm. There was no taxi in sight, but if we had to, we could walk.

      Just as I thought that, she stumbled, and we both went down.

      Scratch that—we wouldn’t survive a walk.

      Neither of us moved; instead we turned on our backs and looked up. I could make out the moon and even a few stars. Freya’s phone rang, but she ignored it, too busy trying to touch the moon.

      “Do you think you’ll ever step foot on the moon?” she asked.

      “Doubt it.”

      “Give it a few more years and it’ll be the most popular vacation destination.”

      I scoffed. “Yeah, if you’re a millionaire.”

      “My family is. And what’s mine is yours.” She took my hand, this time finding it on the first try. “Besides, Liam owes you for being such a pig. A trip to the moon would be a nice start.”

      Giggling, I sat up. “Your phone has been ringing since we came out here. Maybe you should get it. Could be important.”

      Pulling herself back into a seated position, she patted her pockets. “If it’s Liam, I’ll make sure he knows he owes you a trip to the moon.”

      She eventually found her phone but couldn’t figure out how to answer the call before it stopped ringing. Staring at the display, she tried to unlock it with little success, then dropped it when it rang again.

      Picking it up, I accepted the call when I saw it was Gunner, then held the phone out to her.

      “Hey, honey munchkin. Wassup?”

      I couldn’t make out what Gunner was saying, but it must have been good because Freya had a dopey smile on her face. But that seemed to be her normal expression around him.

      She tilted her head back, squinting at the sky. “I’m not sure where we are.” She blinked up, then nodded. “But we’re standing under the moon.”

      I giggled, then looked around to see if I could figure out what the bar was called. Because I had no idea where we were either.

      “What do you mean, you’ll use the tracker on my phone to find me?”

      I followed her as she stumbled to her feet and walked a slalom down the sidewalk.

      She mumbled into the phone, then hung up. Her cheeks and nose were red from the mix of cold and alcohol, and her eyes were blazing. “He has a tracker on my phone, bracelet, all my handbags, and my shoes.”

      “Who does?” My brain was foggy, and I couldn’t follow her.

      “Gunner, of course.”

      She walked to the closest wall and leaned her back against it. “I already found the tracker my brothers put on my car and removed it.”

      I joined her, seeing the value in having something to hold us up. “They want to make sure you’re safe. Especially with what’s going on at the moment.”

      Why am I defending her brothers?

      A car door shut, and then Gunner was in front of us, pulling Freya in for a hug. “Never, ever do something so foolish again. You know you can’t leave the house by yourself. Someone out there is trying to erase your family. And that includes you, in case you’ve forgotten.” He buried his face in her hair. “I couldn’t bear to lose you.”

      “But I wasn’t by myself. Quinn’s right here.” Her face was hidden in his chest, her words muffled, one of her arms pointing in my general direction.

      Devon, one of Gunner’s men, came up to us, catching me when I stumbled into him. “Let’s get you home.”

      He carefully led me back to their car, his touch gentle, his voice holding a tinge of amusement. “Looks like you guys had a good night.”

      “The best,” I said, the defeated tone in my voice betraying my statement.

      We slid into the car, Freya and Gunner in the back, me in the passenger seat, and Devon driving. He had to help me with my seat belt, because the buckle seemed to move every time I tried to click it in.

      Once we were back at Gunner’s apartment building and in the elevator, I turned to Freya and hugged her. “I love you, Freya.”

      Unable to take my sudden assault, she stumbled back into Gunner, and we ended up in a group hug, strong arms holding us up. “I love you, too, Quinny.”

      “Nope. Don’t ever call me that again.”

      Her small body moved with a chuckle. “That’s why it’s so much fun using it.”

      We stumbled out of the elevator, leaning against the wall next to the apartment door while Gunner unlocked it. “You guys are going to have a hangover from hell tomorrow.” He chuckled.

      Freya stuck her tongue out at him, and his eyes heated up. “I can think of better things you could do with that tongue.”

      “Ewww, stop it.” Holding my hands up, I stumbled into the apartment, desperate to get away from them.

      Making my way to the guest bedroom, I fell down on the bed, only to right myself again. If I didn’t get out of the dress and shoes, I’d be unable to sleep properly. I might pass out for a few hours, but then I’d wake up again.

      The buckles seemed to have some locking mechanism on them, as they wouldn’t open. Shoes might have to stay on.

      I stood up, then crashed against the nightstand, sending the lamp flying. It landed on the plush carpet with a soft thud but didn’t break.

      Contorting myself to undo the zipper on the side, my fingers finally grabbed it. “Aha, take that, you sucker.”

      “Who are you talking to?”

      Startled at Freya’s reappearance, I dropped my hold on the zipper. “My damn zipper. It needs encouragement to open.”

      “Here, let me help.”

      She was already in her pajamas, face makeup free.

      Blinking at her, I wondered how long I’d been trying to undress myself. “How are you already in your pj’s?”

      Unzipping me and helping me pull the dress over my head, she kneeled to get my shoes off next. “You’ve been in here for twenty minutes.”

      Huh.

      Sitting down, I took off my shoes, sinking my feet into the soft carpet. Gunner did have only the best of everything. The need to wash all the regret off me was too big to ignore. “I’m going to take a shower.”

      Freya dropped down on the bed, scooting up to lean against the headboard. “I’ll wait.”

      She turned the TV on, and I went into the bathroom, leaving the door open. After turning on the water, I took my underwear and bra off. Sweet relief.

      “You don’t have to stay here. I’m fine on my own,” I called, then stepped in the shower.

      “And I’m fine on your bed,” she called back loud enough so I could hear her over the water.

      “Go back to Gunner. I’m about to pass out anyway.”

      “Shut up. I’m staying.”

      There was a myriad of expensive-looking bottles in the shower, and after smelling every single one, I lathered myself up with soap, then washed my hair.

      My face twitched with the need to hold back tears. Not even the subtle scent of the shampoo could take my mind off my situation.

      Giving up the fight, I sank onto the tiles, letting go of the tears I’d been holding on to so desperately. I hated being in this position. I was strong. I didn’t let much get to me. But not only had Liam torn down all my walls, he’d set off a bomb, leaving my insides shattered, the broken pieces not fitting together anymore.

      “You still alive in there?” Freya called, startling me. “Not that I don’t love a long shower myself, but it’s been thirty minutes.”

      Pulling myself back up, I turned the water off. “I’m good. Coming out now.”

      Drying off, then wrapping the towel around myself, I stood up straight.

      Get your shit together, Quinn. You’re being ridiculous. He’s only one man. There’ll be plenty of others.

      But there’s only one Liam, my traitorous heart chimed in.

      Freya was under the blankets when I came back to the bedroom. Pulling on a spare pair of her pajamas, I crawled into bed next to her. “I’m okay. Go be with Gunner.”

      Turning to me, she took my hand. “But I want to be here with you. You’re my best friend, and you’re hurting. Stop telling me to leave, because I won’t.”

      Biting my bottom lip hard enough for the pain to stop the impending tears, I nodded against the wet pillow that was now soaked from my hair. But I was too drunk and heartbroken to do anything about it.

      “Thanks, Freya.”

      “The hardest part of a broken heart is getting back up again.” She shuffled closer. “But you’re the strongest person I know. And you’ll dust yourself off and leave my idiot brother in your rearview mirror.”

      Not sure I’d ever leave him behind entirely. He still held a piece of me that I didn’t think I’d ever get back. I needed to switch off for a while to get my head back together.

      After setting my alarm to go off in a few hours so I could catch my flight, I settled into the pillows, hoping my mind would stop long enough for me to fall asleep.

      We passed out a few minutes later, our hands still clasped.
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      Liam

      The room was already packed, my family the last to arrive. But it was our party, so we could come at whatever time we pleased. As soon as we walked in, whispers started, then clapping.

      They didn’t know what was about to happen. I grinned, wondering if anyone would dare speak up.

      Dad pasted his business smile on his face and immediately did the rounds.

      Jude disappeared in search of trouble, leaving only Gabriel by my side. He usually followed our little brother’s example at events such as these, but not tonight. He’d have to get used to a new reality. One where he couldn’t disappear into the coat closet. Or bathroom. Or stairway.

      “I fucking hate you for this,” Gabriel hissed, fidgeting with his cuffs. I knew he never wanted to be the boss. But I also knew he’d be good at it. And now it was time for him to show me how much.

      “They’ll make the announcement after dinner. Until then, try and keep it in your pants, and don’t drink too much since you’ll be expected to do a speech. After that, anything goes since you’ll be the boss.”

      And everyone liked a little debauchery at these parties. I was sure Gabriel would deliver.

      “My first order of business will be to make my seconds wear pink suits. And a hat. I’m thinking one with a feather.”

      Raising a brow at him, I smiled at the head of the Yugoslavian mafia. He was talking to Gabriel’s future father-in-law. They looked a little too cozy for my liking. The two had never gotten along but seemed relaxed around each other tonight.

      “Watch Aleksándr and Yuri. They look like they’re up to something.”

      Gabriel followed my gaze and groaned. “This is why I’m not cut out for this. I wouldn’t have noticed nor cared that they’re suddenly besties.”

      “You’ll learn. And you’ll have me until you do.”

      He stepped in front of me. “Don’t think you can ever step down completely. You’ll forever stay my second. And that’s nonnegotiable or I’ll go up there and announce you as the official heir.”

      Grinning at his forlorn expression, I clapped him on the arm. “Don’t worry. I won’t leave you. I’m saying I’ll be your eyes and brains until you get the hang of it.”

      “It’s called eyes and ears, dumbass.”

      Chuckling, I nodded at the Georgian ambassador and his newest wife. She was at least ten years younger than the last one. “Nope. I said exactly what I meant to say.”

      “Asshole,” Gabriel hissed under his breath before pasting a smile on his face. “Aleksándr.”

      “Gabriel,” the Bratva boss greeted my brother before turning his attention to me. “Liam. You ready for tonight?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “You’ll have the world at your feet. And my beautiful daughter by your side. I’m sure you’ll be quite pleased with her. She knows her place and will make a good wife.”

      I never understood how he could treat his own flesh and blood like expendable cattle. But then again, we were the scumbags who signed a marriage contract without ever having set eyes on the bride. Or making sure this was what she wanted.

      Hopefully, Gabriel would do right by her.

      The rest of the evening went the same way, lots of smarmy smiles and empty promises.

      As the time for the ceremony creeped closer, Gabriel looked like he was about to jump out the nearest window.

      When Jude nudged him, he startled as if he hadn’t even heard him come up. I’d never seen him so unsettled.

      “Stop wringing your hands,” Jude teased. “You’re not being led to slaughter.”

      “Might as well be. My life is over.”

      Grinning, Jude looked out over the guests. “Always the drama queen.”

      Abandoning my perch on the side of the balcony, I nodded inside. “Let’s sit back down. It’s about to start.”

      “Fuck,” Gabriel cursed but followed.

      Jude took up the rear, making sure our brother didn’t change course. Or run out. That would be undignified for an Olysses.

      Once everyone was seated again, my father, who sat at the head of the table, raised his glass. “The day has come for me to step back. I’ve been head of our family for over thirty years, and I think I deserve to retire. And who better to take the reins than my son.”

      Every eye in the room turned to me. Smirking, I watched their confusion when Gabriel stood up instead. Pulling on his suit, he stood tall, an air of confidence around him. “It’s an honor to be trusted with continuing our family legacy. This is what I was born to do and what I will die preserving.”

      He sat back down, the room stunned into silence. Aleksándr looked ready to murder someone, but there wasn’t a thing he could do about Gabriel becoming head of the family. And I doubted he cared who his daughter would marry. We’d have to keep an eye on him, but we would have had to do that anyway.

      I raised my glass, indicating I was okay with this instead of starting the brawl everyone seemed to be expecting. “To the new head of the Olysses family.”

      One by one, everyone raised their glasses. “To Gabriel.”

      Gabriel drained his glass in one gulp, his eyes flitting around the room, calculating how much longer he had to stay there.

      Leaning in, I refilled his glass. “You did well, brother. Even if you cut the ceremony down to about a quarter of its usual length. Good thing everyone is still too stunned to have seemed to notice.”

      At least it meant I could get out of here now, instead of wasting more hours sitting through a boring ceremony, pretending to be interested. It was nearing five in the morning, and I was ready to find Quinn, the urge getting stronger the longer I was away from her.

      “Fuck you.”

      Chuckling, I leaned back in my seat.

      Time to get the life I want.

      There was no reason for me to stay. And for the first time since I could remember, I left before anyone else.

      I was walking down the long corridor, a spring in my step thanks to the weight that had been removed from my shoulders, when rushed footsteps sounded behind me.

      “Liam,” Jude called, sprinting down the long hallway. “We have a problem.”

      The smile dropped from my face. “What problem?”

      “Quinn is gone.”

      “What do you mean, gone?”

      Jude ran a hand through his hair. He was out of breath, his usual smirk absent, replaced by a frown. “She went to the airport thirty minutes ago. Gunner’s men said they went with her, then watched her sit down at a café. One moment she was having a cup of coffee, and the next she was gone.”

      Whoever took her would regret ever laying a hand on her. Because I was coming for them.
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      Quinn

      When I said I needed time away I didn’t mean this. I was more thinking of hiding out in my old apartment above my parents’ garage, not a dank basement.

      The chain on my leg rattled with each movement, the cold metal digging into my skin. I was shivering, only dressed in a T-shirt and jeans. I’d lost my shoes somehow, and the cold floor stung my bare feet.

      The last thing I remembered was taking a sip of my coffee, and then everything went hazy. And now I found myself sitting in the pitch-black, giving me no clue as to where I was or what happened.

      My head throbbed, and my mouth tasted like bile. Had I thrown up but couldn’t remember? I was still half drunk and only had about three hours of sleep so anything was possible.

      I ran my hands along the ground, deducing that I was sitting on a concrete floor. The chain didn’t reach far, allowing for minimal movement. The saying that things could always be worse was obviously true. I thought Liam lying to me and stringing me along was the worst thing that could ever happen to me. Guess the joke was on me.

      How long have I been down here? My tongue felt thick, and I was dying for a sip of water.

      Who would take me? And feel the need to chain me to the wall when, really, I pose a low flight risk?

      As if my thoughts had conjured the boogeyman, footsteps stomped closer, and the door to my cell swung open with an ominous screech.

      Two men entered, one waiting by the door holding a lantern, as the other approached me. They both wore ski masks, the low light casting the room in a horror-movie-worthy glow.

      I met his gaze, my stubbornness winning out over my body’s need to shake like a leaf. “What do you want with me? Why did you take me? Where am I?”

      “Tsk, tsk, tsk,” he said, sounding like a cheap villain. “And here I thought I was the one in charge.”

      Lifting my chin, I resisted the urge to raise my voice. “You took me against my will, and I want to know why.”

      “And I want the Olysses bastards to be dead. Yet here we are, neither of us getting what we want.”

      He studied me, his lifeless eyes lingering on my breasts. I felt dirtier with each sweep of his gaze. He had a slight accent I couldn’t place, giving him even more of an edge.

      My heart skipped all over the place, but not in an excited way. I was scared not only for my own life but also for Liam and his family.

      Oh God, what if they took Freya as well?

      Leaning closer, he closed his eyes, and took a shuddering inhale. Gross. “Strawberries.”

      Shuffling back, I couldn’t help but cower. It hit me like a hammer to the head that I was completely at his mercy. He could do whatever he wanted with me, and there was nothing I could do to get away. I had no lock picking abilities, didn’t know how to fire a gun, and was a slow runner. My chances of escape were slim to nonexistent.

      He was on his haunches, close enough that I could touch him if I reached out. Which meant he’d be able to do the same to me.

      Another shudder racked my body. I stiffened, trying to play it off.

      “Let’s talk,” he said, cocking his head at me. “How many men are at the Olysses mansion?”

      “How would I know?”

      “You were there not too long ago. I’m sure you saw things. Like cameras. Security details. Number of entrances.”

      Letting out a disbelieving laugh, I shook my head. “I was there as a guest, not a spy. Why would I count exits or guards? And I’m sure it’s not news to you that there are cameras everywhere.”

      Pulling out a knife, he grinned at me, looking one loose screw away from falling apart. My eyes were glued to every movement of his hand that was covered in a ridiculous chain-link tattoo.

      “I was hoping you’d be difficult. Your skin will look much nicer with a few scars.”

      His hand snapped out before I could get away, his fingers digging into my skin, breaking its surface. Ignoring the sting and trickles of blood, I struggled, but my attempts at pulling my arm away were fruitless. He was much stronger than I was. And I wouldn’t get far since I was chained to the wall.

      Without warning, he sliced the knife along my arm, leaving a cut from my elbow down to my wrist.

      Both of us watched the blood pooling instantly, then dripping to the ground.

      If I’d thought my throat had been dry before, it was a sand pit now. I struggled to swallow, let alone talk. My brain couldn’t comprehend that this psycho had cut my arm.

      The burn was like nothing I’d ever felt before. I bit my tongue to distract myself from my arm, but a low moan escaped me regardless. Tears pooled in my eyes, threatening to spill over. I’d never experienced pain this intense before.

      How had I gotten into this situation? What little information I had on Liam and his family wouldn’t help them much. And there was no way I’d tell him anything, no matter how much my arm burned or my body wanted to shut down.

      “Has your memory come back yet?” the chain-link guy asked.

      “I… no.” I cleared my throat, forcing the words out. “I already told you that I didn’t pay attention to the security. I’m only Freya’s friend. You kidnapped the wrong person.”

      He threw his head back and barked out a manic laugh. “You’re good.” He waved his knife around. “But I know you got close to the heir.”

      There was no use denying that. He’d obviously seen us together. But that didn’t mean he knew how far our relationship had gotten.

      “We only hooked up. He didn’t tell me all his secrets just because we slept together.”

      “He’s never kept anyone as long as you.” He tapped his knife against my mouth, and I froze. “Ah, don’t try and deny it.”

      Since I had no idea how much time Liam usually spent with his women, I had no clue if I had more or less of it. Removing the knife from my skin, the chain-link guy studied the cut on my arm. “You know, if you don’t have information, you’re only good to me as leverage. And that’ll mean sending body parts as enticement.”

      I wheezed out a breath. Is he serious?

      “They don’t care about me enough to risk getting me back,” I cried, the frustration and tears catching up with me, my arm throbbing. “You grossly overestimate my value.”

      “We’ll see.” Getting up, he nodded to the guy standing by the door. “We’ll let them sweat it out for a few more hours. Then we send them parts.”

      I trembled, my body going cold. He couldn’t be serious.

      Jumping up, the chain rattling from shaking so hard, I reached for him. “No, please. They don’t care about me. You’ll be sending a lot of body parts with no results. That’s a lot of work. Wouldn’t you rather let me go and save yourself the trouble?”

      Ignoring me, he left the room, his goon following.

      Guess I only had a few hours left to figure out a way out of here. But for now, my legs gave out, and I crashed back onto the cold dirt floor.

      Curling into a ball, I held my legs to my chest, letting the tears flow. The harsh reality of my situation hit me. I had no way to get out.
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      Liam

      Gabriel leaned over the conference table that we’d repurposed as our command center. “She could be anywhere. We don’t have a single clue, and nobody has made contact yet.”

      We’d been searching for nearly twenty-four hours, and there was still no sign of Quinn. I’d been tearing the city apart, but she’d disappeared without a trace.

      Punching the table, I knocked over a half-full coffee mug. None of us had slept since finding out she’d disappeared. We were all running on empty and were going around in circles.

      But while I knew we had to stop and rest, I couldn’t. If she hadn’t found out about the marriage contract, she’d have been with me. I’d have been able to keep her safe. Instead, she was out there on her own because I’d failed her.

      Leaning heavily on the table, I couldn’t remember ever having felt so helpless. Maybe I deserved this. But while I might, Quinn definitely didn’t. And I’d find her. Alive. There was no other option.

      Lifting my head, I watched Jude throw knives at the wall. “Have you heard anything from Gunner?”

      Not halting his destruction of the office wall or looking away, he shook his head. “Not a word. If he had any new information, he would have called.”

      I’d called Gunner as soon as I found out Quinn was gone. He’d already been turning the city over trying to find her. But not even his contacts had been able to come up with a location.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” a feminine—and all-too-familiar—voice screeched from the hallway. “You let me through right now, or I’ll take that gun off you and shoot you with it.”

      Gabriel groaned, and Jude finally stopped abusing the walls. All our eyes went to the door as Freya stormed into the office, her face a thundercloud, her hair a rat’s nest that she’d tried to tie up on top of her head but failed.

      She was wearing a holey sweater and ripped jeans. If I didn’t know better, I’d ask her if she needed money. A guy built like a linebacker entered behind her. He looked familiar, but I couldn’t place his face.

      “She’s been gone since yesterday, and I didn’t know until twenty minutes ago?” She took up position in front of us, hands on her hips. “When were you going to tell me? When they start sending body parts?”

      I gulped, now unable to get images of a mutilated Quinn out of my head.

      “Nice, sis. Really nice,” Gabriel drawled. “Why don’t you tell us what else they’ll do to her? I think Liam would like to find out more about the torture methods you think they’d choose.”

      Freya’s gaze turned to me, her eyes softening when she undoubtedly saw the expression on my face. “I’m sorry, Liam. That was careless.” Face hardening again, she turned back to all of us. “Have you found anything yet?”

      Shaking his head, Gabriel dropped down into the closest chair with a loud exhale. “Nothing. She disappeared into thin air. The camera angle was off, only showing her standing up. Then she was gone.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. You might not have been able to find anything, but I did,” the big guy said, and all our eyes snapped to him. “There’s surveillance footage from the shoe store across the walkway. They’ve had a few issues lately and installed their own cameras.”

      The guy set a laptop on the table, and Jude handed him a cable to connect it to the screen. Then we watched the grainy footage of Quinn getting dragged through a maintenance door. Now that we had an idea of where she might come out, we were able to find the license plate of the car she’d been taken away in.

      I felt like I was going to break out of my skin. The bastards had injected her with something before carrying her away. Nobody had noticed because they made it look like she was drunk and they were helping her walk. “They’ve been watching her. Waiting for the perfect moment to strike. I wonder how long they’ve been planning this.”

      “A while. There’d been chatter for weeks about something big going down, though nobody knew what,” Freya piped up. Staring at my sister, I wondered how she had so much information.

      Interpreting my look correctly, she shrugged. “Gunner tells me everything. Well, almost everything. Not the gory details, because yuck. He’s been trying to get a handle on who’s acquiring soldiers and equipment as if it’s the end of the world.”

      Jude leaned forward, raising a brow. “Don’t be a brat and just tell us what he found out, no matter how much you enjoy having the upper hand.”

      Poking her tongue out at him, she turned to the guy who came in with her. “This is Vlad. He’s Aleksándr’s brother. And Quinn’s sous-chef.”

      That’s when it all clicked into place. I’d seen a photo of him when I did a background check on all of Quinn’s employees. But there was no mention of a possible connection to Aleksándr. How could we have missed something so big? The reports I’d received regularly only mentioned him as Quinn’s employee and friend.

      “Aleksándr’s men are on their way there as we speak. The car Quinn got shoved into is registered to an Olga Smith. Obviously, she’s not the one who kidnapped Quinn, but she might be able to lead us to who did.”

      Ignoring the pounding in my head, I checked I had all my guns, making sure everything was in its place. I’d need them. “What’s her address?”

      Vlad studied me. “No need for you to go. Aleksándr’s men will take care of it. They’ll let us know if they find anything. He won’t fail me. Not when I’m calling in my marker.”

      Staring at him, I clutched the back of the chair.

      Ignoring my puzzled expression and lack of answer, Vlad got up. “Quinn is like a daughter to me. And I will make sure those bastards that took her will regret ever setting eyes on her.”

      Neither Jude nor Gabriel fared any better in hiding their surprise, all of us watching Vlad walk out of the room.

      “Stop staring. It’s rude,” Freya said. “He’s a good guy, despite his family.”

      Walking over to where Vlad left the tablet, I played the footage again. And again. Besides the license plate, there were no other clues as to who’d taken Quinn.

      Vlad came back a few minutes later, carrying a machine gun over his shoulder while checking the magazine of a handgun. “They found something.”

      Chairs scraped across the floor, and then everyone was rushing to the elevator.

      We were in the car a few minutes later, Gabriel driving, Vlad in the front since he was too big to cram in the back. Jude was in the middle seat, poking his elbows at me and Freya, ignoring our protests. “GPS says we’re twenty minutes away,” Vlad said.

      “Try ten,” Gabriel growled, then flew out of the parking garage, barely waiting for the gate to open.

      We pulled into an industrial estate that had a few residential areas scattered within. Vlad pointed to a small house nestled behind a white picket fence and pruned roses.

      Gunner and Aleksándr’s men were stationed in various yards and sitting in cars. If I hadn’t known they were there, I would have missed them.

      We parked in the alleyway, the closest meeting spot that wouldn’t give us away, to find Gunner and Aleksándr squaring up against each other. The two men oozed distrust in their postures and pinched expressions.

      Aleksándr nodded at us when we approached. “There’s one person in the basement and five on the ground level. My men have covered every exit, so nobody gets in or out without us knowing. Gunner’s taking care of cutting any communications.”

      “We’re going in through the back,” Gunner said, pulling Freya into his side, not missing a beat. “There’s a window to the basement.”

      There was no way I’d stay behind, watching from the sidelines. “I’m coming along.”

      Gunner nodded, handing me an earpiece. “I’ll get you closer.”

      We made our way to the back of the house, lucking out that there was a narrow access road running behind the properties. Gunner left us at the gate leading into the backyard. “Good luck. As soon as you have her, we’ll go in.”

      Looking though a gap in the fence, I saw the window he spoke of. It was small, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t try and squeeze through.

      “I’ll be lookout,” Gabriel offered.

      Glancing behind him, I realized we were missing someone. “Where’s Jude?”

      Shrugging, Gabriel undid the latch. “No idea.”

      Not wanting to waste time finding out what he was up to, I made my way to the house. Keeping hidden behind bushes, I was in front of the window within a few seconds without setting off any alarms.

      The window looked even smaller up close. I nudged it, but the frame didn’t budge. But the lock looked old and rusty, and with a little bit of poking and prodding, it creaked open.

      Making sure the house was still quiet, I put my legs through first. But once I made it to my belt line, I was stuck, unable to go any farther no matter how much I pushed. My suit ripped, and a rogue nail left a scratch down my side.

      A body dropped down next to me. “Need some help?”

      Jude had clearly been busy dressing up. He was covered in tactical gear and mud and had a black streak on each cheek.

      “You look ridiculous.”

      He grinned. “So do you. Need a hand?”

      I grumbled my assent, and he pulled me back, leaving more skin and pieces of my suit on the window frame.

      “Now tell me I look awesome instead of hating on me for coming dressed for the occasion.” Twirling his hand at me, he ended with a raised middle finger. “You had to ruin a perfectly good suit before you accepted that there was no way you’d be able to fit. Lucky for you, my lithe but still handsome and muscular body will squeeze through.”

      Taking a deep breath so I didn’t hurt the person who was about to get into the basement to save Quinn, I pointed to the open window. “Well, then, show me what you got.”

      After saluting me, the little shit slid straight through the window. It was a tight fit, but he made it. After giving me a queenly wave, he disappeared into the dark hallway.

      He had five minutes. If he hadn’t found Quinn by then, I was going in with or without his signal.

      The occasional sound of voices drifted from the house, but it was mostly quiet. I studied my watch like it held the answer to the meaning of life. And it might, because life wasn’t worth much if Quinn wasn’t in it.

      With four seconds to spare, Jude found Quinn.

      Then all hell broke loose.
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      Quinn

      There was a scratching sound, then a squeak when the door opened. I tensed, not ready for my captors to be back so fast.

      Light hit my face, and I blinked into the sudden brightness.

      “Damn, I’m good,” Jude said, then closed the door behind him and lowered his flashlight.

      Blinking to regain my vision, I stared at the youngest Olysses. “Jude? What are you doing here?”

      He flashed his pearly white and perfectly straight teeth at me. “Coming to rescue you.”

      He tilted his head to the side, then rolled his eyes. “Yes, of course I have her. I don’t understand how you guys still underestimate me all the time. Get your asses in here, in case they come back.”

      He must have been talking to someone on comms, unless he had an invisible friend I didn’t know about.

      “Who else came to rescue me?” I hoped my voice didn’t sound too needy.

      Studying my chains, he pulled two pins out of his pocket. “Everyone’s here.” He inserted the pins into the lock, wiggling them around. “The only reason I’m your brave rescuer is because I was the only one small enough to fit through the window in the room next door. Both Gabriel’s and Liam’s fat asses couldn’t squeeze through. And believe me, Liam tried. Scraped his stomach and back to bits until he had to give up.”

      The thought that he’d come for me made me feel happy in a situation that should only inspire desperation.

      The lock clicked, and the heavy weight of the chains fell away. Rubbing my ankle, I winced at the sting.

      Footsteps sounded outside, and both Jude and I froze. He put a finger to his lips and disappeared behind a stack of crates, turning his flashlight off.

      The door opened, letting in four men with black ski masks. “Get her up.”

      I didn’t see a chain tattoo and wondered where their leader was.

      Before they could get close enough to touch me, two of them fell to the ground with a gurgle, clutching their throats, blood pooling from behind their hands.

      The two remaining guys pulled out their guns, frantically searching for a target, but there was too much crammed into the room to be able to pinpoint anyone’s location. Not willing to take any chances, one of the men charged at me.

      I scrambled back, hitting my head on the wall and cowering against the cold brick when he reached out his hand. But before he made contact, he dropped to his knees, clutching the hilt of the knife now sticking out of the side of his neck.

      The last guy must have decided I wasn’t worth the trouble, because he turned and ran.

      Jude came back out, collecting his knives and cleaning them on his victims before putting them back in various pockets along his person.

      He’d turned the light back on, casting an eerie glow on the bodies.

      There was so much blood. Pooling between their bodies, running over the uneven ground and into the cracks. My hand touched something sticky, and I dry heaved.

      Strong arms lifted me back up to standing. “Let’s get you out of here.”

      Jude put an arm around me, leading me out of the room. I slipped on more blood, but he held me steady.

      There was shouting and the ping of bullets, the house sounding like it would cave in on itself. The noise of shoes hitting the ground upstairs was nearly deafening, and I hoped this meant our way out was about to be clear.

      We hadn’t made it two steps out of the room when the door leading to the basement opened, letting more light into the space. Then Liam appeared at the top of the stairs.

      He looked like an avenging angel, his face a mask of fury, his hair sticking up, and his suit ripped and bloody.

      I whimpered when my eyes met his, and he didn’t waste any time sprinting down the steep wooden stairs. I felt myself ripped out of Jude’s steady grasp and pulled into Liam’s comforting embrace.

      His whole body trembled, his hands roaming my body. He murmured into my neck, but I couldn’t make out the words. I held on, not able to let go even if I wanted to.

      We stood like that for a long time, people coming and going around us. Someone called Liam’s name, and he slowly peeled himself away from me, leaving his arms around me.

      Still not saying a word, he lifted me and carried me up the stairs, past a bunch of his men, and out the front door. I blinked against the sunlight, holding up a hand as a shield.

      There was what looked to be an army surrounding the property, armored cars and men everywhere.

      Gunner joined us, giving me a reassuring smile. “You okay?”

      “I’m okay. But I might need stitches.” Holding up my arm, I noticed the wound had opened again.

      Liam’s hold tightened to the point of pain. My ribs protested at the pressure, and I squirmed in his hold. “Take it easy, Rambo. My ribs need tender loving care, not a vise grip.”

      He softened his arms immediately, kissing the top of my head. “I’m sorry, astéri mou.”

      Patting his chest with my good arm, I turned back to Gunner. But before I got a word out, Freya came sprinting around the corner, barreling straight into me and her brother. She threw her arms around us with a sob. “I can’t believe they took you.”

      “I’m okay. Honestly. Just a little banged up.”

      Freya took stock of my body, gasping when she spotted the dripping cut on my arm. “She needs to go to a hospital.”

      One of Gunner’s men approached, holding a bandage and gauze. “You called for a paramedic?”

      Of course Gunner would have a paramedic in his team. He was Mr. Prepared.

      Holding up my good arm, I waved. “That would be for me.”

      Examining my scratch, he put iodine on it, then wrapped it. “You’ll need stitches, but nothing seems to be damaged,” he said before stepping back.

      “Told you so. A few stitches and I’ll be good as new,” I said in an attempt to reassure everyone.

      “More like twenty,” the paramedic murmured not very helpfully.

      “She good to go?” Liam asked, already turning the other way.

      “Yup. This should be okay until she sees a doctor.”

      Shouldering past Freya, Liam walked to one of the cars currently parked all over the street. He gently set me down, opening the door with one hand, the other arm staying around me.

      “Lapochka,” a deep and familiar voice rumbled before I was torn out of Liam’s arms and into the familiar ones of Vlad. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

      “Vlad,” I mumbled into his chest. “Can’t breathe.”

      Loosening his hold, he looked down at me. “What did those bastards do to you? Tell me so I can do it to them ten times worse.”

      Unable to comprehend seeing my friend right now, I blinked at him, clearing my throat. “What are you doing here?”

      “Someone had to help these idiots find you.”

      “You’re the one who found me?”

      “Well, not me exactly. One of Aleksándr’s men did.”

      Struggling to follow, I frowned. “Who’s Aleksándr?”

      Releasing me back into Liam’s arms once we were no longer able to ignore his growled commands to let me go, Vlad stepped back. “My brother. Who happens to be the head of the Bratva.”

      “Bratva?”

      My head was pounding, and I was ready to go to sleep right then and there.

      “Okay, that’s enough.” Liam turned me back to the car. “She needs stitches and sleep. You can talk to her later.”

      Too stunned and tired to care, I didn’t protest when Liam helped me into the back seat of the car. Vlad’s protests were drowned out once the door closed and I rested my head back.

      Pushing in on my other side, Freya took my uninjured hand. “I’m coming with you.”

      “Of course you are.” Liam sighed, then slid into the driver seat.

      Freya sat half on my seat, ignoring her seat belt cutting into her. “Are you hurt anywhere else?”

      I rested my head on her shoulder. “I’m fine. It’s only my arm. At least the scar is going to make me look badass.”

      My joke fell on flat ears, Freya bursting into tears again. “This is all my fault. If I’d never met you and dragged you into our mess, you’d still be in one piece.”

      “Freya, stop it.” I nudged her with my elbow. “This is nobody’s fault but the maniac who took me.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “If you don’t shut up, you’ll have to find someone else for your Twilight marathons.”

      Freya gasped but stopped crying. “You wouldn’t dare. It’s one of the requirements of being best friends. Besides, you secretly love watching sparkly vampires.”

      “And I wouldn’t miss them for the world.

      We pulled up to Liam’s apartment building, and Freya leaned between the front seats. “Why are we at your apartment? She needs to go to a hospital.”

      Liam pulled into the underground parking garage and expertly backed into his spot. “I called my doctor. She’ll receive the best care money can buy. A hospital is too risky at the moment. If she needs an X-ray or ultrasound, we’ll take her to one of the smaller clinics. They’re easier to secure.”

      We both just gaped at him.

      Not giving us a chance to come up with a snarky comeback, he was out of the car and opening my door. He undid my seat belt, then lifted me out of the seat, taking extra care not to jostle me too much.

      I relished his attention as much as I despised it. He was sending my feelings into a tailspin of hurt and confusion.

      Why is he doing this for me?

      Freya followed us, her gaze never wavering, taking a particular interest in the spot where Liam’s hands held on to me.

      He didn’t let me go, carrying me all the way into his apartment and to his bedroom. Placing me on his bed, he stayed close. “Do you need a blanket?”

      Playing with the edges of my makeshift bandage, I shook my head. “I’m okay.”

      After another charged moment where neither of us seemed to know what to say or do, he left, leaving a gaping Freya in his wake. “What was that?”

      Falling back into the pillows, I closed my eyes. “No idea. But my brain is too tired to overanalyze Liam’s actions right now. Maybe tomorrow.”

      She climbed onto the bed, rolling onto her side to face me. “You sure you’re okay? You can talk to me.”

      I’d never felt more exhausted. Opening my eyes was about as much as I could muster. “I’ll probably fall apart tomorrow when I can do more than blink. But for now, I need to get clean and get someone to stitch me up. And maybe a tetanus shot wouldn’t go amiss.”

      Jumping up, Freya skipped to the bathroom. “I’ll draw you a hot bath. Probably a good idea to get clean now. I heard you’re not supposed to get fresh stitches wet.”

      I listened to her moving things around in the bathroom, and then the noise of running water filled the room. The sound lulled me to sleep.

      A hand on mine brought me back to consciousness with a violent jolt.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you,” Liam murmured. He was kneeling beside the bed, holding my hand. “Your bath is ready, and the doctor is here. But he’ll wait for as long as you need.”

      After placing a kiss to the back of my hand, he straightened back up.

      Pushing up on my elbows, I heaved myself out of bed, feeling ninety years old. Everything hurt, and my eyelids were still half closed.

      Freya came out of the bathroom, rushing up to me as soon as she saw I was up. “You shouldn’t get up by yourself.”

      I let her help me into the bathroom but drew the line when she lifted the hem of my shirt. “I appreciate your concern, but I’m fine taking my own clothes off.”

      Biting her bottom lip, she backed off.

      I mustered a weak smile, hoping to reduce the sting of my words. The last thing I wanted to do was hurt her feelings. “Thanks for getting the bath ready. I won’t be long.”

      She left but didn’t close the door all the way. I could hear her pacing in the bedroom, a huff filling the air every few seconds. After first peeling off my T-shirt, then my pants, I had to take a break, the movements sending fire shooting up and down my arm.

      My panties and bra followed, and I lowered myself into the hot water with a deep sigh. My ribs ached, and my body was one big bruise. But I was still alive and hadn’t lost any fingers or toes.

      The water was hot enough to turn my skin red, relaxing my tense muscles.

      Allowing myself to soak for ten minutes, I scrubbed the dirt off my body. My hair was a challenge to clean, as I had a lot of it, and what I had was stubborn. And doing everything one-handed was an added challenge. But at least I managed to keep my bandage dry.

      After finally rinsing most of my shampoo out, I half-heartedly added conditioner, leaving half of it in. It might help control the frizz. Or make my hair greasy. Could go either way, but I didn’t care. My hair was the least of my worries right now.

      I emerged from the bathroom scrubbed clean and smelling like the lavender Freya had added to the water. She’d set out sweatpants and a sweater for me. They were a few sizes too big, and when I lifted the sweater, Liam’s scent caressed my senses.

      I wanted to sink my face into it, the comfort I knew it would bring almost enough to give in. I settled for pulling the garments on instead. Cocooned in their warmth, I padded out to the living room.

      Liam was standing with an older man, deep in conversation. Freya was throwing cupboards open only to slam them closed again. “Where do you keep your mugs?”

      Liam looked up to reply but instead noticed me standing in the entrance to the hallway.

      “Cupboard over the sink,” he answered, never looking away from me as he started moving in my direction.

      His arm came around me, and he guided me to the couch before I had a chance to protest. “Quinn, this is Dr. Grasser.”

      Managing an unenthusiastic smile, I nodded at him. “Hi.”

      “Hello, Miss Lombardo. I heard you had quite the night. Let’s take a look at you, shall we?” He looked innocent enough with his round glasses and white mustache. “Do you want to go back to the bedroom, or do you prefer to stay here while I examine you?”

      I sat down with Liam’s help. “Here’s fine.”

      The doctor’s movements were clinical and efficient. After prodding all my limbs, he declared nothing broken. “I have to stitch your arm. You’ll feel a few pinches where I inject the anesthetic, but otherwise, it’ll just be a slight tugging sensation.”

      He retrieved a syringe and filled it, then injected small doses along my cut. Liam held my hand, absorbing my every flinch. I didn’t think I would have gotten through it without him.

      Freya paced the length of his living room, gesticulating with her hands and cursing the guys who took me.

      Liam leaned his forehead to mine, and I closed my eyes, allowing myself to feel the comfort his touch brought. “You’re doing so well,” he murmured.

      I took a shuddering inhale, overwhelmed. He was acting like I’d never found the marriage contract. Like we were still together. But any chance of a future together had ended in his office.

      Oh God, does he want to keep me as his mistress? Or a casual hookup? Or is his guilt driving him to be here right now?

      Liam pulled back, and I opened my eyes, looking into his that were now almost black, their usual glow dimmed. He glanced to the side and then back at me. “He’s almost done. Only a few more stitches to go.”

      The doctor eventually finished up and bandaged my arm. “Leave the bandage on for three days, then get it changed. I can come back, or you can visit your local doctor.”

      I nodded, clearing my throat to speak past the lump that had formed there. “Thank you.”

      I wouldn’t be going back to him, since I’d be in San Francisco. But there was no need to inform anyone of my plans.

      He packed up, giving me instructions to keep my arm still and not lift anything heavy. I declined his offer of a sling.

      Liam placed a kiss on my forehead. “I’ll be right back.”

      He walked the doctor out, their voices fading until the front door closed.

      Freya dropped down beside me. “You hungry?”

      “Not at the moment. But I’d love a cup of tea.” My voice sounded foreign, my swollen tongue making it hard to get the words out.

      “I’ll get you painkillers as well. Do you want peppermint? Chamomile? Or if you want something else, I’ll go out and get it. Liam doesn’t have many options.”

      I held up one finger, and she nodded. “Peppermint it is. Be right back.”

      Freya raced to the kitchen. As soon as she walked out, Liam took her place, pulling me into his side, ignoring my stiff body. “How are you feeling?”

      Shrugging, I didn’t answer, having used up all my words for the moment. And if I talked to him, I’d ask him why he lied to me. This was the wrong time and place to bring it up.

      We sat in silence, Liam tracing circles on my shoulder, placing the occasional kiss on my hair.

      When Freya came back with the tea, I gratefully took the cup, using it as a chance to sit up and put distance between myself and Liam. I was at my limit.

      “I put honey in it as well to help with your throat. The doctor said you have to drink lots of water over the next twenty-four hours.” She held up a full water bottle, then set it down on the coffee table. “For later.” She looked lost for words, standing in front of me with a tentative smile. “You want to watch TV?”

      I lowered my cup, shaking my head. “I just want to sleep.”

      “You want company?” Liam murmured in my hair.

      Stiffening at his words and nearness, I leaned away from him. “If Freya doesn’t mind….”

      She nodded, her hair flipping up and down at the erratic movement. “Of course I’ll stay with you.” Holding out her hand to help me up, she grabbed the water bottle again. “Better take this.”

      Not looking back at Liam, I followed Freya to the guest room. She helped me into bed, then pulled the covers over me before getting in on the other side. “Let me know if you need anything.”

      I murmured in agreement, and despite the fear of what I’d find once I closed my eyes, I was asleep a few seconds later.
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      I woke up with a gasp, my T-shirt soaked through and my breathing coming out in short bursts. My body trembled from the nightmare. I’d been back in the cellar, and the guy with the mask had been cutting me.

      He took his mask off to reveal Liam.

      I had to get out of here. There was no way I could spend more time this close to Liam.

      Swinging my legs over the side, I padded to the bathroom and splashed water on my face. I’d made sure to close the door so I wouldn’t wake Freya.

      What I needed was a plan. I knew I couldn’t leave without backup. I needed Gunner to help me again.

      He’d given me his phone number, in case of an emergency. Since I doubted I’d survive even another minute in Liam’s presence, I considered this an emergency. I tapped on his name, and the phone rang twice before his voice came on the line.

      “Quinn, what’s wrong?” He sounded wide-awake, despite it being one in the morning.

      “I need your help.”

      “Did something happen?” There was a pause, and then his voice lowered. “Is Freya okay?”

      “She’s fine. Sleeping soundly. But I need someone to get me back to San Francisco.”

      He sighed. “Have you talked to Liam?”

      I faltered but knew this was the best thing to do. The only thing, really. “No. Because it’s none of his business what I do or where I go. Now, you can either send someone to Liam’s apartment, or I’m going by myself.”

      “Fine. Someone will be outside in twenty minutes.”

      “Thank you.”

      Hanging up, I went in search of more clothes. There was nothing but towels in the bathroom, and I ventured out.

      When I opened the door, I gasped and tripped at the sight of Freya, arms crossed, face distorted in a scowl. “Well, well, aren’t you a little Judas.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic.” I was breathless, my heart still beating too fast. “And tell Gunner that’s the last time I’ll ask him for help.”

      “If you wanted to leave, you could have told me.”

      Twisting my hands in the hem of my T-shirt, I studied my chipped nail polish. “I wasn’t sure if you’d let me go without telling Liam.”

      Sighing, she dropped her arms to her sides. “I’m your best friend. I’ll always be on your side. I know how hard it is for you to be so close to Liam. But if it helps, I think he genuinely cares for you. He was desperate when he heard you’d been taken. He tore the city apart to get you back.”

      Scoffing, I continued my search. “I think you’re forgetting one important fact here: he’s engaged to someone else and didn’t tell me about it.”

      “I’m his sister. I know him. And no matter how much he acted like a butthole, he cares for you.”

      The thought did nothing to make me feel better. “

      Going to my friend, I put my good arm around her, gently hugging her to me. “Thank you for always being there for me.”

      After hugging me back, she took my hand. “I’ll walk you down.”

      We tiptoed out of the room and past a snoring Liam, who was sitting on the couch, head tilted to the side at an uncomfortable-looking angle. My feet felt heavy, each step that took me farther away from him harder than the last. But I had to leave, no matter if he cared for me or not. He’d lied to me. Was engaged to someone else.

      The car was waiting as promised, and I sighed in relief that at least something was going right for once. Freya greeted Carter with a big hug and a warm smile. Kissing my cheek, she helped me into the back seat. “Call me when you land.”

      Blowing her a kiss, I managed to lift the corner of my lips into a tentative smile. “Of course. Love you. Thanks for everything.”

      “Love you more.”

      Closing the door, she waited until we pulled away before she turned to head back inside.

      Settling into my seat, I rested my forehead against the glass, my eyes blurry with unshed tears.
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      Liam

      Freya shuffled into the kitchen, yawning. Her hair was sticking to the side of her head, and she had pillow creases on her face. Offering me a half-hearted wave, she went straight for the cabinet that held the mugs. “Morning.”

      “Good morning. How is Quinn? Does she want coffee? Toast? Croissant? Or I could run down to the café and get her a muffin? Bagel?”

      She gaped at me, her eyes wide, her hands suspended halfway to the cupboard. “Oh my God. You love her.”

      It sounded like an accusation.

      Shrugging, I filled the coffee machine with beans. “I do. So what?”

      Freya gasped, then put a hand over her mouth. “I mean, I knew you cared for her, but I thought you were just passing the time until you had to get married.”

      “When have you ever seen me waste time on a woman? Quinn is different.”

      She dropped her gaze, tracing the tiles with the toe of her socked foot. “I guess it wasn’t a good idea that I helped Quinn get to the airport last night, then?”

      My grip on the bag slackened, and beans spilled out onto the counter and floor. “You. Did. What?” My voice rose with each word, my anger shooting up to explosive.

      Freya backed up, face pale. “She was devastated when she found out you were engaged.” She visibly swallowed. “She’s my best friend. I had to help her.”

      “You missed an important piece of information in there.” Putting down the almost empty bag, I calculated how much of a head start Quinn had. “I used to be engaged.”

      “What? Impossible. You signed a contract. And Russians don’t let you out of contracts.”

      “Good thing Gabriel took over as head of the family, then.”

      She blanched. “He did what?”

      “He’s the new boss.”

      Rushing to my bedroom, leaving a blinking Freya behind, I pulled out jeans, a shirt, and boxers. I was only in my sweatpants and hadn’t had a shower yet, but that could wait. As long as I was dressed, I could go after Quinn.

      “So you’re serious about her?” my sister asked, having followed me. She was leaning against the frame of my dressing room. “No games?”

      Halting my frantic search for socks, I looked at her to make sure she saw how sincere I was. “Definitely no games. She’s it for me. And I’m going to get her back.”

      “Okay. Then I’ll help you.”

      Brushing past her, I raised a brow. “You can start with telling me when her plane takes off.”

      “It’s already in the air. Don’t rush out. Take a shower. Make yourself look pretty. And then I’ll tell you all there is to know about Quinn Lombardo.”

      I sank down on the bed, knowing she was right and that there wasn’t much I could do to stop a plane that was already in the air.

      “Well, start talking then.”
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      Pulling into the quiet neighborhood, I craned my neck to be able to make out the numbers on the mailboxes. It was dark, the streetlights sparse, making it hard to read anything. It had taken me all day to track Quinn down, because instead of going to San Francisco like she told Freya, she’d gone back to Ferguson.

      When I’d arrived at Quinn’s apartment and she wasn’t there, I’d called Freya. She’d been with Gunner, who’d reluctantly admitted that Quinn hadn’t stayed in San Francisco but instead had gone to her parents’ house. One of his men was watching her and reported to him every hour.

      Freya had been serious when she said she’d help me. I now knew how Quinn had gotten the scar on her chin, and that she didn’t like olives on her pizza but loved them on a cheese board.

      Freya had basically given me a handbook on what to do to get Quinn back. I’d always excelled in my studies and didn’t plan on slacking now.

      Parking on the street, I didn’t care who saw me. The house was dark, the curtains drawn, making it impossible to look inside. Freya had told me that Quinn used to live in the apartment above her parents’ garage. That would be my first stop. If she wasn’t staying there, I’d have to find a way to get into her parents’ place.

      Getting out, I went up to the car parked on the street, one of Gunner’s men inside. The window lowered as I got closer, revealing a grinning Carter. “You finally made it.”

      Putting a hand on the roof, I leaned in. “She in there?”

      “Hasn’t left the house since she came back.”

      Straightening up, I stepped back. “Thanks.”

      With a nod, Carter rolled his window up. I made my way around the side of the property, the garage set back a little from the street.

      Everything was quiet, the occasional bark the only sound nearby.

      Heading up the stairs, it took me only a few minutes to open Quinn’s door. She needed better locks. And an alarm system.

      A gun cocking froze my movements.

      “Don’t move,” a guy said, making my blood boil. Why is there a guy in her apartment? And why didn’t Carter warn me?

      A light turned on, and I recognized another one of Gunner’s men. Lowering my hands, I pointedly looked at his gun. “I’m not here to harm Quinn.”

      “If it isn’t Liam the great.”

      Relaxing my stance, I glared at him. “You have me at a disadvantage, since I don’t know your name.”

      He put his gun away but kept his hand close to his holster. “It’s Devon. And Gunner didn’t tell me you were coming.”

      “Of course he didn’t.” Bastard was probably laughing his ass off at the thought of Devon possibly blowing a hole in me. Carter too. “But now that I’m here, your services are no longer needed.”

      Raising a brow, he put his phone to his ear. “Yeah, it’s me.” He listened for a few minutes, his face pinching in displeasure. “Fine. But I’m leaving under protest.”

      Shoving his phone in his pocket, he prowled to the door. “I’ll be watching from the street.”

      Not wanting to waste more time on a pointless argument, I stepped to the side. Devon sauntered out, seemingly immune to my stare that had brought lesser men to their knees.

      I locked the door behind him and turned the light back off.

      Time to make sure Quinn knew she belonged to me.
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      Quinn

      Despite a long and exhausting day, sleep had come excruciatingly slowly. Only because I’d made the right decision—the only decision given the circumstances—didn’t mean I was without doubts. Leaving Liam was hard, the peace his embrace offered an invisible string anchoring me to him.

      I could still feel his arms around me, cocooning me in their warmth. At least the nightmares had stopped, replaced by images of Liam and the feel of his touch.

      Leaning into a hard chest, I breathed in deeply. My hands traced a slow path down ropes of muscles that twitched under my fingers. Nose still buried in heaven, I shuffled closer.

      “Fuck, I missed you so much,” a gravelly voice whispered into my hair.

      My hand stilled, realizing the silky skin it was feeling was real. My nose twitched, and I reluctantly peeled away.

      Then finally my brain kicked in, and I scrambled back. Pulling the sheet up to my neck, I sat up. “What are you doing in my bed?” Looking around the room, I only saw his discarded clothes, no sign of my bodyguard. “Where are Devon and Carter?”

      “Outside,” the bastard answered as if he hadn’t done anything wrong.

      Did he think we could just pick up where we left off?

      “That only answers the second part of my question.” My voice had taken on a bitchy tone that tasted unfamiliar on my tongue. Lifting my nose to complete the look, I glared at Liam.

      He didn’t take his eyes off me, as if he could read my emotions. And maybe he could. “I’m here because I missed you.”

      The nerve of him. “Too bad for you. Maybe you should have thought of that before you had an affair with me while being engaged.”

      Finally showing some emotion, he dropped his gaze. His hands gripped the sheets, and he took a deep inhale. “I’ll never be able to erase what I’ve done. But I want you to know how truly sorry I am for not telling you.”

      “Great. You apologized. Now get out.”

      Crawling closer until he was suspended above me and we were nose to nose, he grinned at me. “Not a chance. You might still be mad at me, but I’m not leaving. Not ever. I made that mistake once and let you walk away from me. Never again.”

      “You’re missing one important piece of information,” I growled, abandoning the bitch approach since she was no help at all. I had to go full Rambo. “I don’t want to have anything to do with you anymore. I feel nothing when I look at you.”

      “See, now I know you’re lying.”

      “Oh yeah, and how is that?”

      He pressed the tip of his index finger to the space between my brows, the light touch rippling through my body. “You get a crease right here every time you lie.”

      I slapped his hand away, the sheet dropping at the sudden movement, exposing one of my T-shirt-covered breasts. It was an old, threadbare, and almost see-through shirt that I should have thrown out ten years ago. But it was soft and only had a few holes—and none in important places.

      Smirking, he brushed his hand over my nipple. A gasp escaped me, no matter how much I wanted to appear unaffected.

      Pushing against his pecs, I wriggled up the bed. I realized my mistake when my breasts made it in front of his face and he dropped down, trapping me underneath him and burying his face in my chest.

      Huffing out a loud growl, I tapped his shoulders. “Get up.”

      “Not a chance.” His voice was muffled, his lips caressing me through my shirt with every word. Another shiver racked my body, this one impossible to mask or ignore.

      Placing a kiss on each boob, he pushed back up on his forearms, taking his weight off me but not giving me enough room to escape.

      “Whatever game you’re playing, I want out,” I pleaded. Panic crawled up my spine.

      Liam caressed my cheek, running his thumb along my cheekbone.

      Working hard not to lean into the touch, I gritted my teeth. He wasn’t playing fair. My body still craved him. Probably always would. But I was smarter than to give in to my baser instincts.

      “No games. I just want to talk.”

      Raising a brow, I turned my head, and he dropped his hand. “And we have to talk while lying in bed?”

      “I want your full attention and no chance of you running away.”

      “That must be some talk you want to have.”

      Kissing my nose, he took a shuddering inhale. “I’m no longer engaged.” He put a finger on my mouth when I opened it to say something. “There was no way to get out of the contract unless I was willing to start a war. Something I wanted to avoid at all costs since it puts everyone I love in danger. So Gabriel took over as head of the family. I’m only his second now. Which means he also takes my place in the marriage contract.”

      Watching me for a reaction, he trailed his finger over the edges of my mouth, the caress tentative. “You are everything to me. I don’t want to go through the rest of my life without you.”

      Silent tears trailed down the side of my face, and Liam wiped them away with his thumb.

      “I want to believe you,” I said, my voice wavering. “But I don’t know if I can trust you again. Finding out that you were engaged broke me. I trusted you. Loved you. And you betrayed that trust and made me feel worthless.”

      Studying his hand that was twirling a strand of my hair around his finger, he nodded. “I’ll do anything to gain your trust back. All I’m asking for is another chance. To prove I’m worthy of you. To prove you mean everything to me. To prove how much I love you.”

      I would have given everything to hear him say he loved me when we were together. But now I questioned his motives, not sure if he just said it to placate me or really meant it.

      Interpreting my expression correctly, Liam leaned down, his hands coming to either side of my face, caging me in. “I know it’ll take time for you to trust me again, but I’m not going to give up. And I’m not afraid to fight for what I want. And what I want most is you.”

      My walls crumbled with each word, and by the end, a tiny flicker of hope ignited within me that we might get through this.

      “What now?” I asked, letting out a breath, releasing some of the tension I’d been holding in.

      “Now we sleep.” He rolled off me and pulled the blanket over both of us. “Do you need to take more pain pills for your arm?”

      He’d been watching my bandaged arm, making sure not to brush against it.

      “I’m good for now. It’s not hurting too much at the moment.”

      Tugging me against him, he draped half my body over his, then placed my injured arm on his chest, taking infinite care. Kissing the top of my head, he wrapped both his arms around me.

      His breathing soon evened out, and then light snores echoed through the room. My last conscious thought was how nice it felt to be back in his arms.
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      “Oh my,” a voice exclaimed, startling me awake.

      Blinking my eyes open, I looked at my mom, her cheeks tinged pink, her mouth catching flies.

      I peeled my cheek off Liam’s bare chest. “Mom.”

      Getting over her surprise, she smiled at Liam, who was looking much too comfortable for someone who was caught out in bed.

      Sitting up, I brushed my stubborn curls out of my face. “It’s not what it looks like.”

      “I beg to differ,” a sleep-roughened voice replied next to me. “It’s exactly what it looks like.”

      “Not the time,” I hissed at a grinning Liam.

      He sat up, waving at my mom. “You must be Quinn’s mom. It’s an honor to meet you. I’m Liam. Her boyfriend.”

      The word echoed through my body, leaving pleasant tingles in its wake. I liked him saying he was my boyfriend more than I should.

      “I’m Paola.” My mom beamed at Liam, who’d brazenly taken my hand and kissed it. “Breakfast is ready in thirty minutes.”

      She might have phrased it as a statement, but it wasn’t. Groaning, I knew there was no escaping this. But Liam had only himself to blame for what was about to happen next.

      He had not only broken into my apartment, but he’d also announced to my mother that we were together. She’d be planning our wedding as soon as she walked out, her encyclopedia-sized binder full of wedding inspirations always handy.

      “That sounds perfect,” Liam responded. “We’ll be there.”

      Mom clapped her hands, looking giddy. “Everything will be ready in ten minutes.”

      She gave me a look that meant “You better be there in five or there won’t be any cornetti for you.” Mom always made her own bread and pastries. And her cornetti were the best I’d ever tasted. No matter how often she’d shared the recipe with me, I could never quite get them as fluffy as she did. And when she was in a particularly good mood, she put vanilla cream inside that melted on your tongue.

      After shooting one last glance at Liam, her eyes twinkling in delight, she left.

      Getting out of bed, I pulled flowy pants and a sweater from my closet. No time to waste. “You do realize you just pretty much signed another marriage contract?”

      Liam’s warmth hit my back, and then his arms wound around me and pulled me into his body. I came willingly, my body craving his. “And what’s the problem with that exactly?”

      Turning my head to judge if he was joking or not, since his deadpan tone gave nothing away, I shook my head. “You’re crazy. You didn’t get out of a marriage contract only to get into another.”

      “I have no issues with signing another contract if it’s you I’m going to be bound to.”

      Stepping back, I took in his expression. Nothing hinted at him joking. He looked as serious as if he was making a business deal. My heart fluttered in my chest, reminding me how much I needed him to mean it.

      Leaning down, he kissed me, a gentle caress, before stepping back. “Better get ready if we don’t want to be late.”

      Biting down on my lip, I nodded, wondering what the hell was going on. Padding to the bathroom off the kitchen, I digested his words. Does that mean he wants to marry me?

      I didn’t remember getting dressed, but the cold water I splashed on my face snapped me back to reality. When I stepped back into the living room, a now-dressed Liam was leaning against my small kitchen island, typing on his phone.

      Looking up as soon as I entered, he grinned, and my knees wobbled. That smile would get him everywhere.

      He placed his lips on mine as he walked past, and I sighed into his kiss. Pulling back, he winked at me. “Be right back.”

      I stood frozen in the same spot, the taste of him lingering on my lips. I didn’t think you could miss anyone as much as I did him. But he’d made himself a place in my heart, and I hoped he wouldn’t damage it again. I wasn’t sure I’d survive a second time.

      Coming back out of the bathroom, he took my hand as if we went to breakfast with my family all the time. “Let’s go.”

      Liam was someone who took charge. It was evident in his every word, every action. I’d never introduced anyone to my family, but despite all that had happened between us, walking into my parents’ kitchen together felt right.

      “Mr. Lombardo, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” Liam greeted my dad, shaking his hand. Liam was a broody bastard most days, but if he wanted to charm someone, he had no problem doing so.

      My dad beamed at him, and I wondered what Mom had told him. “The pleasure is all mine.”

      Dad immediately went into baseball talk, something I’d never seen Liam watch. But he responded like he watched every game, and they entered a heated debate.

      I joined Mom in the kitchen, eager to earn some extra points and help out. When I got home yesterday, my parents had been beside themselves, despite me calling them from Chicago and reassuring them all was well.

      Mom hadn’t wanted me to sleep in my old apartment. Her worry was also why she’d shown up this morning unannounced.

      But I’d needed space, and the thought of squeezing into my parents’ small guest bedroom had not helped my rapidly declining mood. In the end, I’d won but had promised to have one of Gunner’s guys watching me inside and one on the street.

      “What can I do to help?” I asked, kissing Mom’s cheek.

      She opened the oven door, and hot air billowed out, carrying the delicious smell of cornetti with it. “Everything except the table is done.”

      I went to the cupboard and pulled out four plates.

      “We’ll need seven. Vlad and his wife and Amara are joining us for breakfast,” Mom instructed.

      “What do you mean? Are they in Ferguson?” I asked, cold sweat breaking out all over my body at the thought of seeing everyone.

      Mom looked at me as if I’d asked her to buy bread from the supermarket. “They came up as soon as they heard you’re back. They all love you and want to make sure you’re okay. Now stop looking at me like I’m planning your execution.”

      Liam appeared behind me, taking the plates out of my hand. “Let me help.”

      Adding three extra plates, I pointed to the dining table. “We’re eating in there.”

      Setting out the plates, Liam frowned. “Are we expecting others?”

      I added the cutlery, letting a sigh escape. “Vlad and his wife and my zia Amara are coming as well.”

      “And why do you look like that’s a bad thing?”

      Grabbing mugs and passing them over to Liam, I set out the glasses. “That’s because it is. They’ll be relentless. And they also don’t know we’re back together yet. Or that you’re not engaged anymore.”

      My mom squeaked, and I realized what I’d said. “It’s complicated, Mamia,” I said, wanting her to like Liam. “He didn’t even know his fiancée.”

      Another squeak told me that might not have been the right thing to say to redeem Liam’s actions in the eyes of my mom.

      “Arranged marriage is normal where Liam comes from.”

      The doorbell saved me from digging Liam’s hole any deeper. He joined me in the kitchen, putting his arm around me. Melting into him, I buried my head in his chest. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know why I said that.”

      “I can’t make her like me. And you only told the truth. It’s up to her to decide if she’s okay with it or if she’ll hate me for all eternity.”

      Chuckling, I tilted my head back, and he dipped down, kissing me with infinite care and longing in his eyes.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Vlad’s voice boomed through the kitchen, followed by his thundering footsteps. “What the hell is he doing here? And why are you kissing him? Have the drugs from your kidnapping not worn off yet? Or maybe you hit your head? Because they’re the only reasonable explanations I can think of as to why you’re this close to the dipshit.”

      “Vlad, I can explain.”

      “I’ve heard that before,” he grumbled, ready to yell some more. A small hand on his arm stopped him. Tati appeared with a frown on her face, shooting Vlad a look that made him shut up.

      “Why don’t you let them explain before you yell.” Her voice was much lower than his and had a musical quality to it.

      “Fine,” he said. “But it better be a good explanation, or I’m throwing his ass right out the door.”

      Tati came over to hug me. “I’m so glad you’re okay. I hope those bastards rot in hell.” She glanced at my bandage, her brows drawn together. “How is your arm?”

      Giggling, I hugged her back. “It’s fine. Barely hurts anymore.”

      Amara hustled in next, and Tati passed me over to the comforting embrace of my aunt. “I was so worried about you. And your poor arm. I hope someone makes them pay for what they did to you.”

      Pulling back, I smiled at her. “I’m fine. Promise.” And I realized that, as surprising as it may be, I was. “Why don’t we all sit down, and then I’ll tell you what happened.”

      “I already know what happened. You’ve lost your mind,” Vlad boomed, then stomped to the kitchen table, dropping into a chair that seemed entirely unprepared to hold his weight. The wood groaned, and we all held our breaths, waiting for the inevitable.

      But despite dwarfing the chair, it seemed to hold. We all released a collective sigh and took our seats around the table.

      Liam was next to me and shuffled close, putting an arm around the back of my chair. Vlad glared at him but didn’t make a comment.

      I piled three cornetti—which I was ecstatic to find out were filled with vanilla cream—onto my plate, not needing anything else.

      Liam’s plate was filled with eggs, bacon, and one lonely cornetto.

      Fixing me with a stare, Vlad pointed his fork at me. “Talk.”

      “Can’t I eat first?” I stalled, wanting to delay more drama. “Besides, you probably know more about what happened than I do.” I pointedly looked at him, but he didn’t seem to care.

      “You can eat and talk,” Vlad insisted. “Let’s start with why I’m currently having breakfast with a lying asshole.”

      “Language,” Tati chastised. “You’re a guest. If you can’t behave, we’re leaving. I’m sure Quinn has a perfectly good explanation.”

      With a harrumph, Vlad stopped whatever he was about to say and settled for glaring at Liam instead.

      “Liam is no longer engaged, and his brother has taken over as head of the family.”

      The loud clank of Vlad’s fork hitting his plate was the only noise in the suddenly silent room. Clearing his throat, he looked unsure for the first time this morning. “Did you just say he gave up his position? As the most powerful man in Chicago?”

      Patting my lips with a napkin, I nodded. “That’s what I said. And now he’s here, and we’re working things out. That’s all I’ll say about it.” Vlad opened his mouth, but I continued. “Moving on to the next topic. My kidnapping.”

      Mom had given up all pretense of eating. Instead, she blinked at me like an owl. I wondered if I should get the limoncello out. She looked a bit pale, but in for a penny and all that, so I kept going while I had everyone’s attention. Liam’s hand was on my shoulder, offering silent support.

      “I was held in a basement, but besides the cut on my arm, they didn’t do anything to me. They wanted information on Liam, and when that didn’t work, they were planning on using me to blackmail him. And thanks to Vlad, I made it out.”

      Liam’s hand tightened on my shoulder until it bordered on painful. “You had enough information to buy yourself time.” My head snapped to his, surprised by his growl. “You knew where I lived. You’ve been in my office. I know you saw the safe. And you’ve been to my family’s home. You know what security we have. Why wouldn’t you give them something?” His voice sounded tortured, his attention focused on me, ignoring everyone else in the room. “Nobody would have blamed you.”

      “They were greedy bastards who have a vendetta against your family. There was no way I’d give them anything.”

      “Astéri mou,” he whispered, his head bent to the side, his lips brushing against the top of my head. “Next time someone kidnaps you, you sing like a bird.”

      Shaking my head, I ignored the tortured note in his voice. “No way. Besides, who would want to kidnap me now? You’re no longer the boss, only a lowly second.”

      Chuckling, he pulled back. “Nobody will so much as lay a hand on you again. Not after what happened to the last guys.”

      Vlad was staring at us with disbelief, his eyes flitting back and forth between me and Liam. “You gotta be kidding me,” he boomed. “The cold-hearted bastard has fallen in love.” Then he full-on belly laughed. “You better not screw it up. She’s special. And if you hurt her, I’ll make you wish you were never born.”

      My dad cleared his throat. “I second that.” He turned to Liam. “And welcome to the family.”

      Covering my face with my hands, I groaned. “Can we have breakfast, please?”

      Liam grinned, then resumed eating.

      Everyone else took that as their cue to continue as well. The rest of breakfast was much more enjoyable. Tati told me about the new puppy they’d picked up yesterday, and Amara showed us pictures of all the things she’d ordered for the new kitchen.

      “It’s going to be a big job getting everything ready, but if we put in long days, we should be able to get it done before the new oven arrives in two weeks.”

      “Don’t forget you have an extra pair of hands,” Liam said.

      Leaning into him, I soaked in his familiar warmth. “Does that mean you’ll stay for a bit?”

      He kissed my nose, his hand sinking into my hair, holding me close. “It does. You’ll have me for as long as you want.”

      It appeared Liam had been serious that he wanted to work things out between us. But I worried how he’d manage helping Gabriel while staying in San Francisco. His brother needed him now more than ever. “Are you sure you shouldn’t be there for Gabriel?”

      “You’re the most important thing to me. And Gabriel can still reach me on my phone if he needs my advice. What he doesn’t need is me hovering in the background, interfering.”

      Vlad and Tati left a few minutes later, not wanting to leave their puppy by himself for too long. Amara disappeared into the kitchen with Mom, trying out a new recipe. Dad settled on the couch, watching a game and ignoring everyone around him.

      If I didn’t help Mom, I usually sat down with him, catching up on emails or reading. But I was at a loss as to what to do this time.

      Liam didn’t seem to have the same problem, taking charge like he’d been doing his whole life. His arm wound around my waist, and he pulled me into his side. “You want to spend time with your family?” he rasped against my ear.

      I was torn. I missed my family, needing the comfort and familiarity they provided, but I also craved more time with Liam.

      Reading the indecision on my face, Liam steered me to the armchair next to the couch. Dropping into it, he pulled me down with him so I was sitting half on his lap. His arm around my shoulder held me to him, and I sank against his side. He adjusted my legs so they were tangled with his, then carefully placed my bandaged arm on his front.

      The chair was big enough to make our arrangement comfortable. His movements were unhurried, his actions showing no discomfort.

      “Is this okay?” he asked into my hair, placing a chaste kiss to it.

      Nodding into his chest, I couldn’t stop the smile from creeping onto my face. “It’s perfect.”

      I caught Dad’s eye, and he grinned and winked at me, then turned his attention back to the game.

      Relaxing into Liam’s side, I fell asleep to his low, rumbling voice as he talked to Dad.
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      Liam

      “Are you sure you shouldn’t connect the gas first?” I asked an irate Vlad, who was installing the stove. Once he’d pushed the huge appliance against the wall, it would be impossible to attach the hose for the gas or plug it in.

      “I’m not taking orders from you. Maybe you should finish the bathroom. We still need to install the sink.”

      Unperturbed by his attitude, I left him to figure it out for himself. The cleanup had gone well, and we’d finished everything on time. Once I was sure Quinn wouldn’t disappear on me again, I went back to Chicago for a few days to make sure everything was okay.

      I’d been talking to my brothers multiple times a day. There hadn’t been any incidents, we were still no closer to finding out who had ordered the hit on Dad, and everyone was getting restless.

      Our men were stationed all around town. We’d turned over every stone. But whoever we were up against was always one step ahead of us.

      One of the guys who took Quinn had escaped, leaving us with the lowly soldiers who had no information on who ordered the kidnapping.

      But that was not for now. Because I had a bathroom to finish.

      The sink only needed silicone around the sides, and then everything was done. The plumber had already connected and attached it to the wall, but instead of finishing the job, he’d gotten into a heated argument with Vlad and walked out shortly after. I doubted he’d come back, which left me to add the finishing touches to the bathroom.

      But I didn’t mind. There was no better feeling than experiencing the smile on Quinn’s face whenever something was finished. And working with my hands had been oddly satisfying. I’d never turn my back on the family business completely, but maybe Quinn and I could buy a house that needed a bit of renovating. I already had my eye on a few in San Francisco and Chicago.

      We hadn’t yet talked about where we’d live, but I didn’t want to pressure her, content to split my time between the two for now. Gabriel was doing surprisingly well, only complaining a few times a day. He hadn’t even shot anyone since taking over.

      The restaurant was almost ready, the opening scheduled for a week from today. Despite spending long days getting everything ready, I wouldn’t have changed a thing.

      The time I spent with Quinn was precious. Not only did I work beside her all day, but I was also with her every night. My trip to Chicago had been the only two nights we’d spent apart in the last three weeks.

      Finishing up in the bathroom, I joined Amara and Quinn behind the bar. “Need any help?”

      Quinn nodded, and I pressed a kiss to her temple, then grabbed bottles out of the opened boxes on the floor, putting them on the shelves.

      Looking out over the restaurant, Quinn put her hands on her hips. “I can’t believe we’re almost done.”

      Amara huffed. “Don’t get too excited. There’s still plenty left to do.”

      Waving her aunt off, Quinn continued putting glasses in cupboards. “As long as we have somewhere for our guests to sit and a place to cook their food, we’re all set.”

      We were almost finished when the scent of lasagna wafted out of the kitchen. Amara brought our lunch with her every day. For today she’d made lasagna that we were planning on eating cold. But it seemed liked we’d get a warm meal instead.

      “Does that mean the oven is ready?” Quinn squealed and skipped to the kitchen, Amara following.

      I took care of the last box, breaking it down and adding it to the others on the huge pile we’d amassed.

      “Liam, lunch is ready,” Quinn called, her voice vibrating with excitement.

      Amara was busy putting food on plates, while Quinn hovered next to Vlad, admiring the new stove. Grinning at him, she put an arm around his shoulders. “This is amazing. I can’t believe you did this yourself.”

      “He had no choice since he pissed off the plumber,” I coughed under my breath.

      Vlad sent me a scathing glare, and I suppressed the grin threatening to escape. “Well done, bud,” I said, nodding at the stove.

      “Be right back,” Quinn said. “I forgot my phone on the bar. We need a photo.”

      As soon as she’d left the kitchen, Vlad faced me, making a cutting motion across his throat. “If you so much as make her break a nail, you can kiss your pretty face good-bye.”

      There was no question about his intimidating size or angry scowl. But it was hard to take a man seriously when he had a pink apron strapped around him that said “Natural Born Griller” on it. The warning was one he’d given me many times over the last few weeks.

      Saluting him, I leaned against the kitchen island. “I have no intention of hurting her. Not that it’s any of your business, but she’s my world. I want her to move in with me. And once she’s ready, she’s going to marry me. So you can either accept this for what it is, because I’m not going away, or you can be a stubborn brute and fight me until you turn blue. But you’re not getting rid of me.”

      Fixing me with one of his signature glares that bore an eerie resemblance to his brother Aleksándr’s, he nodded and turned his attention back to the pot on the stove.

      That was probably as much of an acceptance as I’d get. My attention was quickly diverted to Quinn, who came back into the kitchen, looking at her phone.

      “Everyone stand in front of the new stove so we can take a photo,” she instructed, holding the phone out in front of us.

      Once we were all closer than both Vlad and I were comfortable with, she snapped a few pictures.

      Amara grabbed a plate filled with lasagna and nodded at the others still on the counter. “Grab a plate and come to the dining room.”

      Vlad followed her, plate in one hand, glass of water in the other. Quinn was leaning against me, flipping through the pictures she’d taken. “Liam, you’re not looking at the camera at all,” she complained, her nose wrinkling.

      Glancing over her shoulder, I grinned at the photos. I was staring at her in every single one.

      Taking our plates, we joined Vlad and Amara at one of the tables. The food I’d eaten at the restaurant the last few weeks was the best I’d ever had. And there was no way I’d ever admit to even thinking it around Mom. Her cooking was amazing, but Vlad, Amara, and Quinn had a gift.
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      Quinn

      Running a hand over Liam’s bare chest, I watched the play of his muscles, thinking I could get addicted to waking up in his arms. Today was the first day we’d had off in weeks.

      The restaurant opened last weekend and was booked out for the next six weeks. The unplanned makeover had meant we could make it look exactly like we’d always envisioned. And it turned out the customers loved it.

      “When are you flying back to Chicago?” I asked, my voice still heavy from sleep. I couldn’t leave the restaurant at the moment but had been planning ways on how best to talk Vlad into becoming the manager so I’d have more flexibility.

      Making him manager would also mean I could go ahead with a plan I’d made over the last few days.

      “This afternoon. Gabriel wants me at the meeting with Yuri.”

      “How long are you staying?”

      Pulling me on top of him, our faces only inches apart, Liam buried one of his hands in my hair while the other sat low on my back, his fingertips grazing my butt. “Two nights. There’s a charity gala Mom insists we go to tomorrow.”

      Scraping all my courage together, I leaned up on my elbows, looking down at him. “If you’re still serious about moving in together, we should start looking at houses in Chicago. I could always open another restaurant there.”

      Liam stilled, his body going tight underneath me. “What did you say?”

      “I mean, I was thinking if we moved to Chicago, I’d open a restaurant there. Vlad and Amara are more than capable of managing the restaurant here. And Vlad is definitely more than a sous-chef. He could start his own restaurant any time he wanted to.”

      “You’d move to Chicago?” His voice was hoarse.

      Putting a hand on his cheek, the need to feel him overwhelming, I nodded. “Your family and work are there. I know how important both are to you. It’s much easier for me to pack up my life. My parents will visit. And we wouldn’t be far. We can come back here as well. I mean, if you wanted me to come with you, of course.”

      Licking my suddenly dry lips when he didn’t say anything, I continued rambling. “I thought when you mentioned buying a house for us, we’d have to make a decision on where we wanted to live.”

      His body shook from the deep breath he took. “You’re everything to me.”

      He looked up, his beautiful features causing a familiar warmth to spread in my chest. “I want you by my side, always. If you want to stay in San Francisco, we’ll make it work. But that you’d be willing to move to Chicago for me means everything. I know we still have a long way to go for you to fully trust me again, but there won’t be a day for the rest of our lives that you’ll ever feel like you don’t matter to me.”

      Leaning down, I pressed my lips to his, swallowing any other words he might have spoken. “I love you.”

      Our lips brushed against each other with every word.

      “I love you too.”

      Liam ran his hands under the sleep shirt I wore, pulling it up and over my head. He rolled us over, careful not to crush me under his weight. His mouth latched on to my bared breast, sucking, licking, and kissing first one, then the other. His fingers tweaked my nipple, making me moan.

      I’d long since stopped trying to quieten the sounds I made whenever he touched me. My neighbors would have to deal with it, and so far, nobody in the apartment complex had complained.

      Liam placed feather-light kisses along my neck, making me whimper with need. His gentle and slow movements betrayed his hard length pressing against my leg.

      His mouth found mine again, and I opened for him, his lips warm on mine, his tongue demanding, leaving me burning bright.

      He pulled away, my head lifting to follow him. “You make me so happy,” Liam whispered across my chest, his soft lips caressing my skin, blazing a scorching trail along my body.

      He explored the curve of my hip, then ran his hand over my stomach, his mouth following where his hands trailed. “I’m going to be worthy of you.”

      I sat up on my elbows, halting his movements. He looked up, his lips wet, his extraordinary toffee eyes holding a glint of wonder. I’d never tire of the way he looked at me. Or looking at him in return.

      Needing to make sure he knew how much he meant to me, I put my hand on his cheek. “You’re already worthy of me. Yes, you hurt me, but you’ve already more than made it up to me. I’m willing to let the past stay where it belongs. This is us, making a life together.”

      Crawling back up, he resembled a tiger on the prowl. “I don’t deserve you, but I’m keeping you anyway,” he growled, then kissed me again, his body covering mine, nudging my entrance. My legs widened, eager to welcome him inside.

      He buried his head in my neck. “Condom.”

      Brushing my fingers through his short hair, I lowered my head next to his. “I’m on the pill. And I trust you. So if you want to—"

      It was enough invitation for him to enter me in one powerful stroke. A sense of rightness, of being complete, filled me. He moved in and out with agonizing slowness, building me up with infinite care only to push me over the edge with a force that made me cry out.

      Following me over, Liam held me tight, our bodies as close together as possible. “I’ve never wanted another person as much as I want you. Thank you for choosing me.”

      Kissing the back of his head since his face was buried in my neck, I tightened my limbs around him. “The feeling goes both ways.”

      Despite the pleasure I’d just experienced, tears sprang to my eyes, Liam’s words settling deep, covering me in a warm embrace.

      Placing a kiss to my neck, he separated our bodies. “What do you want to do today?”

      Cuddling into him, I ran my hand over his back, unable to keep still. “I don’t know. It feels weird not to go to the restaurant.”

      We’d been so busy, our time together mostly consisting of stolen moments at the restaurant, I felt a little at a loss right now. We’d been collapsing into bed every night, making love before falling into a deep sleep.

      Spending all day with Liam without distractions seemed like a dream.

      “You want to go for a walk at the wharf? Play tourist and take a boat out?”

      Tilting my head up, I grinned at him. “That sounds perfect.”

      And we spent the day exploring San Francisco, simply enjoying being together without any distractions.
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      Gabriel

      Fuck Liam for doing this to me. He was supposed to be standing in front of three hundred people right now, waiting for his future wife to show up. Not me. I was supposed to be in the bridal party, watching from the sidelines.

      Tugging at my collar, I ignored the priest, who was trying to get my attention. Not sure what was so important that he had to discuss it now.

      And what was that music? I hated violins. They sounded like dying cats.

      My hand slid to my belt, coming up empty. Mom wouldn’t even let me bring my gun.

      At least they weren’t making me go on a honeymoon. Lying on a beach would have just about killed me. I didn’t do well staying still.

      And where was my fucking bride? Did she think making me wait would heighten the anticipation? Because all it did was irritate me and make me wish I’d never agreed to this farce.

      But the gasps in the room when I’d suggested we get a justice of the peace and sign the papers could still be heard weeks later. Mom nearly fainted when I brought it up. And Dad gave me an hour-long lecture on how we had to keep up appearances.

      My fingers itched to take out the flask stored in my inside pocket. But having a drink in front of all our esteemed guests definitely wouldn’t go down well. I wasn’t much for rules, but even I knew that was taking things too far.

      The sickly scent of flowers tickled my nose, and I held back the urge to sneeze. There were white and pink flowers on every available surface, the church looking like a grow house.

      We better not have paid for this shit. Damn Aleksándr for being so old-fashioned. I was sure he could have found some other poor schmuck to marry his daughter off to. Which made me think that maybe she was ugly.

      I’d been unable to get photos of her. Apparently she hadn’t left the house in years. Which also made me think there was something wrong with her.

      The doors at the end of the church finally opened, and the bridesmaids entered. There were ten of them, and I’d been forced to have ten groomsmen to match.

      Tugging on my collar again, I looked at Jude, who stood next to me as my best man. I would have chosen Liam, but he was the one who was responsible for my current predicament, so the fucker didn’t deserve the title. He was standing next to Jude, looking smug and disgustingly happy despite his demotion.

      His eyes were glued to Quinn, who sat in the front row next to my mother, smiling at my brother, her face awash with happiness. Gross.

      After what felt like an hour, all the bridesmaids were finally lined up in the front of the church. Not sparing them another glance, my gaze went back to the still open door.

      Damn violins were still playing, now something I vaguely recognized.

      Aleksándr appeared, almost dragging a slip of a girl next to him. Her face was covered with a veil, her figure-hugging white dress showing off gentle curves, piquing my interest.

      Depositing my future wife in front of me, Aleksándr shook my hand, clapping me on the back. “I look forward to a successful union of our families.”

      I took her small hand, and we turned to the priest, who began the long sermon. My thoughts drifted off, and I was thinking of the red-headed stripper I’d become acquainted with at my bachelor party last night.

      A sharp pain brought me back to the church. The little minx had dug her nails into my hand.

      “This is the part where you need to say something,” she whispered.

      I managed to respond to the priest, ignoring how much I’d liked her raspy voice. When it was her turn, she responded without emotion, and I wondered if she despised this marriage as much as I did.

      Maybe this could benefit us both. We could come to some kind of agreement that made both us and our families happy.

      “You may kiss the bride,” the priest announced.

      She lifted the veil, and the ground moved underneath my feet.

      Fuck. Me. She’s gorgeous.

      “Are you just going to stand there? This is the part where you kiss me,” she said under her breath, her green eyes shooting fire at me.

      Her full lips drew my eye, and I imagined how good they’d look wrapped around my cock. Too bad this marriage was only on paper.

      And then I drew her to me, crushing my mouth to hers.

      

      The Tainted Kings Series continues with Gabriel’s story. Read Tainted Promise now.

      Did someone say bonus epilogue? Sign up to my newsletter to get Liam and Quinn’s bonus epilogue now.

      If you liked this book, please consider leaving a review. They’re the fuel that keeps authors going. Leave a review, save an author.
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      Thank you for taking a chance on this book and making it all the way to this part. I hope you enjoyed this story as much as I loved writing it. <- still true <- every book just keeps getting better.

      These are just a few of the people who have helped me along the way and I’m forever grateful for everything they’ve done (don’t hate me if I forgot anyone, kids have turned my brain into a lost & found box where nothing ever gets found).

      Natasha: you rock my socks off. Thank you for believing in me and my books. They wouldn’t be the same without you. <- yes, times a thousand. <- You’re all that and a bag of chips.

      Robyn: #LYLT <- always.

      Ben: your designs are one-of-a-kind and I’m in awe of your mad skills. You’re also a pretty great human, so there’s that.
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      The lovely humans at Hot Tree Editing: You guys are the best. Thanks for being so awesome. <- honestly, these guys are game changes!

      Sim: love of my life, kettle to my pot, holder of my heart. Couldn’t do this without you. <- don’t ever change!

      Sandy: kickass MIL. Thanks for still supporting me, even after reading my shitty first draft of my (even) shittier first book (shudder). <- and she’s still reading my books people!! <- yup, still reading them!

      Mama: thanks for loving and reading my kissing books. <- love you

      Nicoleta: Thank you so much for not running for the hills when I asked (read: begged) you to beta read for me. Your suggestions are invaluable!

      Brandi: thank you so much for giving my manuscript the final polish, you rock!

      Clare: Eagle eye extraordinaire, thanks so much for making sense of my writing whenever I couldn’t. Daisy owes you her life :)
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