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          LYLA

        

      

    

    
      Lyla Pyre rocked her four-month-old daughter as she ran her fingers through the full head of jet-black hair Nora inherited from her father. Nora’s eyelashes fluttered as she nursed, revealing silver blue eyes identical to her own. Nora was perfect from the top of her head to her tiny, pudgy toes. She couldn’t imagine life without her, yet she had come so close to never experiencing this. She held a miracle in the crook of her arm.

      Something that sounded like a snorting pig interrupted Lyla’s thought. She glanced down at Beau, a gray pit bull who was fast asleep at her feet. She saved Beau from a dog shelter after volunteering there for several months, and he had become a loyal companion. She ran her foot down his back and felt the ridges from bullet wounds. Beau was shot trying to protect her when a handful of bodyguards turned on her. It had been a long recovery for Beau, but he was alive, and that’s all she cared about. He spent most of his time in Nora’s nursery, keeping guard.

      She switched Nora to her other breast so she wouldn’t have to pump. She wasn’t proud of many things, but creating a human being was a pretty big deal. Having a baby with Gavin Pyre, the man she loved, was a blessing. She wanted to offer Nora the world, but first, her daddy had a few things to take care of. Gavin's mission was to track down the man who bribed her guards to kill her while she was seven months pregnant and who brutally murdered his father, Manny Pyre, two years ago.

      Nora fell asleep with her mouth open. She dabbed her mouth with a bib and rested the baby on her shoulder, rubbing her back lightly. She closed her eyes as she rocked, taking comfort in the quiet. The nursery had become her sanctuary in the past four months; a peaceful room untouched by the horrors of the outside world. Here, they were safe.

      Beau’s head rose suddenly, which caused his dog tags to clink together. A man stood in the doorway. Even as her heart jumped into her throat, she recognized her husband. She’d only seen him a handful of times over the past four months. His scruff made him look even more dark and dangerous than normal. The air around him simmered with a coiled tension that made people get out of his way.

      Beau trotted over and sat in front of him. Gavin looked down at the dog for a moment before he patted him on the head and then scratched him under the chin. Sometime during Beau’s recovery, Gavin had finally accepted him as part of the family.

      Gavin strode forward, hazel eyes glinting in the dim light. He set his hands on the arms of the rocking chair and stared at her. Her heart stuttered.

      “Gavin?” she whispered.

      His eyes moved to Nora. He reached for her, gently lifting the baby from her shoulder. He cradled Nora’s head in one hand and her body in the other. He scanned his daughter, taking in every detail he’d missed in the three weeks he hadn’t seen her. Nora frowned, hands reaching out for an anchor. He kissed her forehead and then placed her on his chest with her little face tucked against his neck. Nora relaxed instantly and let out a shuddering breath as she drifted back to sleep.

      “Everything okay?” she asked.

      It was hard to determine his mood. When Gavin came home, he was capable of anything. The aggression and brutality he exerted in the underworld clung to him. Most of her communication with him was over the phone, and that was infrequent. He spent ninety percent of his time in the underworld and the rest in the business world where he was CEO of Pyre Casinos, a chain on the notorious Las Vegas Strip. When he could carve out time, he spent a handful of hours at home before he was gone again. It had been hard on them, but she reassured herself this was temporary.

      He stared intently at her. “Did you have a good day?”

      She rose from the chair. “What are you talking about? What’s going on?”

      He cupped the back of her neck, and hauled her against his side.

      “Gavin—”

      He kissed her, a deep and carnal kiss that made her body go up in flames. She clutched his arm and dug her nails into his chest, very aware of Nora’s weight against her arm. Apparently, he was capable of kissing her mindless and holding Nora without a problem because he did so until she forgot her own name. When he pulled back, she stared at him with her body throbbing.

      “I watched you in our bedroom this afternoon,” he said.

      “What are you—?” Her voice died out, and her face went up in flames. “Oh, my God.”

      She tried to push away, but he kept her banded against him. He kissed her forehead, cheek, and then jaw.

      “You had your checkup with the doctor, but you didn’t say we could have sex,” he said against her temple.

      “I...” she fumbled and then swallowed. “You’ve been busy.” She couldn’t ask her husband to come home to have sex when he was trying to find a serial killer.

      “I’m never too busy to make you come.”

      “Gavin!”

      “What?” He captured her lips again and squeezed her ass. “You’re ready, right?”

      She still had her pregnancy weight, and her body definitely wasn’t something most men would call beautiful since her chest and abdomen were marred by gruesome scars. It should have been impossible for her to feel sexy in sweatpants and a loose top, but the way Gavin was looking at her made her feel like the most desirable woman in the world. She winced as her breasts began to leak. That was definitely not sexy.

      “I’m, um—” she stammered.

      “I’ll make you ready,” he said and moved toward the crib.

      Deprived of his support, she swayed before she found her balance. Gavin nuzzled Nora and kissed her on the mouth.

      “Sleep, baby girl,” he murmured before he placed her in the crib. He turned and strode back to Lyla. “Bedroom.”

      “Gavin, you haven’t—” She bit back a shriek when he picked her up and strode to the master suite.

      “You don’t want to fuck, then I’ll go down on you and you go down on me.”

      He kicked the bedroom door shut, dumped her on the bed, and braced himself over her. His face was hard and drawn with lust. He definitely didn’t look like a sweet lover.

      He had always possessed a dark side, but now that he was back in the underworld, the feral part of him was close to the surface. There was a storm inside him, fighting for release. Desire warred with insecurity. Her body tingled with the knowledge that if she let him, she could be thoroughly fucked tonight.

      “What’s it gonna be?” he asked.

      “Gavin—”

      He straightened and yanked her sweatpants off. In the next second, her legs were being spread. Her body convulsed at the first lash of his tongue. He went deep, gorging on her while she sank her hands into his hair and closed her eyes against the lash of pleasure. His fingers intruded as he lapped at her clit, driving her crazy.

      “Gavin.”

      His fingers curled, and she erupted beneath him. He growled and did it again.

      “Gavin,” she panted.

      He didn’t speak, didn’t stop.

      Her hands slid from his hair to the back of his neck, dragging him into her heat, raising her legs high. His eyes flashed up to hers. Those mesmerizing lion eyes commanded she give herself to him. He sucked and curled his fingers again. Her heels slammed on his shoulders as she arched. He cupped her ass and ground her against his mouth. She collapsed on the bed as the orgasm passed. He didn’t move his mouth from between her legs. He continued to feed from her. She tried to squirm away, but his hands flexed on her hips, keeping her in place.

      “Gavin,” she moaned.

      She jerked, shuddered, and ran her hands through his silky hair. When he stopped, she opened heavy eyes and saw that his were dark and hungry.

      “What do you want?” she whispered.

      He yanked, and she slid off the bed onto his lap. His hand sank into her hair, gripped, and held her still for his kiss. He drank from her as if she was life itself. She ran her hands down his chest and felt him shudder. He clutched her tight as if he wanted to absorb her.

      When he pulled back, her lips were swollen and pulsing. He rose and left her on her knees in front of him.

      “Suck me,” he ordered.

      Her mouth quirked. She traced the hard length of him through his slacks and tempted the beast by nuzzling him. He stood with his legs braced apart, arms clasped behind him like a soldier. He said nothing, but a muscle in his jaw locked.

      She took her time exploring him through his clothes, even reaching down to cup his balls and give them a gentle squeeze before his control snapped. He gripped her hair and gave her a punishing kiss.

      “I’m not in the mood to be teased,” he said against her mouth.

      “I am,” she said as she traced his jawline.

      He resumed his pose. “You know the consequences.”

      She sure did. She was getting wet just thinking about it. She undid the buckle, slowly dragging the belt free, and unhooked his slacks. She dragged the zipper down, the sound magnified in the hushed quiet. His cock, unencumbered by boxers, fell into her hand before the zipper was all the way down. She ignored his erect dick and reached up to unbutton his shirt. A low growl of impatience filled the room. She ducked her head to hide her smile.

      She wrapped her hand around the base of his cock and stroked him. A drop of precum formed at the tip of his penis. She captured it, and he bit back a groan. Her body began to heat again, and milk leaked from her breasts. She ignored the sensation and tugged his pants down so she could cup his balls. Gavin rocked forward, imbedding half his length in her mouth. She groaned and heard him swear as the sound vibrated along his sensitive cock. She leaned back and swirled her tongue around the tip and then traveled along the length of his shaft to his balls. She licked delicately.

      “That’s it,” he hissed.

      He yanked her up. Even as she braced her hands against the wall, he sank his cock into her. He gripped her hips and didn’t stop until he was fully imbedded inside her. Her body stretched and yielded. She panted as Gavin dropped his face in her hair.

      “I need this,” he growled before he pulled out and slammed home with such force that she cried out.

      He moved, deep thrusts that made her teeth clench. He was a man possessed. She took everything he gave and asked for more by arching into his thrusts. He brushed her hair to the side and bit her neck, hard enough to shock her.

      “You’ll never be free of me.” He collared her throat as he continued to plunge home. “I’ll never get enough of you.”

      “Gavin!”

      His hand moved to her chest. She panicked and shoved his hand away before he could feel her damp bra. His rhythm faltered. Without warning, he pulled out, whirled her around, and slammed her back against the wall. Gavin was a carnal beast and not about to be denied anything. He looked half savage, half warrior in his unbuttoned starch white shirt, suit jacket, and nothing else.

      “You don’t push me away,” he ordered and went for her breasts again.

      When she knocked his hand away again, he bared his teeth.

      “What the fuck did I just say?”

      “I-I’m leaking,” she muttered, mortified and turned on at the same time.

      She wasn’t prepared when he ripped her loose top in half. She wore a nursing bra, which wasn’t even close to cute. Why the hell did he have to see everything? She raised her hands to cover herself, but that didn’t deter him. He deftly undid the hooks on her bra, and it fell away. She tried to escape, hands clamped over her damp breasts, but he boxed her in.

      “When I get aroused, I start leaking. It’s embarrassing—” she began.

      He gripped her wrists, spread her arms, and examined her breasts, which definitely weren’t as perky as they’d been before she gave birth. Sex was about fantasy, and her post pregnancy bod, scars, and leaking breasts dimmed her libido significantly.

      When his head ducked down, she collided with the wall. She sucked in her breath, which did nothing to prevent Gavin from capturing her nipple in his mouth. He suckled. She screeched and tried to stomp his foot. He dragged her up so her breasts were at the perfect height for him to feast. She shoved his head, but he didn’t budge.

      “Gavin, stop!” she shrieked.

      He ignored her. As he sucked, more milk gathered heavy in her tits. Gavin switched to the other breast, and she fought the sexual pull, but he was relentless. Knowing there was no escape, she stared down at him as he fed. Her lactating didn’t turn him off. On the contrary, he seemed hungrier than ever. As she watched, the place between her legs went liquid. When she couldn’t take anymore, she yanked his head up and covered his wet mouth with hers.

      He let her drop low enough for him to slide back inside. He fucked her hard, raising one thigh to go even deeper. He wouldn’t allow distance between them and accepted everything about her, even the things she didn’t like about herself. How could she not love him?

      His unrelenting thrusts pushed her over the edge. As her body milked him, he came, gripping her ass and mashing their bodies together until he stopped pulsing inside her. She panted against his naked, heaving chest and waited for her body to calm down.

      “Okay?” he murmured.

      “Yeah,” she said lazily.

      When he finally disengaged, he carried her into the bathroom. He filled the bathtub and shrugged off his clothes. He settled her in front of him. She leaned back against his broad chest. They sat there with the occasional slosh of water echoing in the massive bathroom.

      The charged energy around him had dimmed somewhat, but it would never vanish completely. It was a part of him.

      Outside these walls, the world wasn’t a beautiful place. It was dark, brutal, and grim. The underworld was a place filled with untold horrors and people with no souls. Gavin had been taught not only how to survive in darkness but how to control it.

      It had taken her being nearly gunned down while seven months pregnant to come to terms with the fact that the underworld needed a ruthless dictator at the top… and that man was her husband. He spent the past four months reclaiming his territory. It was clear from his cold fury that he hadn’t been able to locate Sadist, the crime lord who took the title when he murdered Manny Pyre. Sadist haunted her nightmares, which were amplified with fear now that she had Nora.

      “I miss having you beside me at night,” he said as he rested his face in her hair and inhaled. “It’s been hell, baby.”

      “I miss you too.”

      “Nora’s getting so big.”

      She smiled without opening her eyes. “She is.”

      His arms tightened around her. “You haven’t been sleeping much.”

      She dropped her head back to see his face. “What do you mean?”

      He tapped the watch on her wrist. “It has a heart monitor. You barely get five hours a night, and it’s not because of Nora.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Gavin.”

      “Why aren’t you sleeping?”

      She didn’t answer. He cupped her cheek and ran his thumb over her bottom lip.

      “Your panic attacks are becoming more frequent.”

      She scowled. “Blame Blade. He keeps springing surprise attacks on me throughout the day to see how I’ll respond.”

      “It’s a precaution.”

      In case she had to fight for her life. Again. “I know.”

      “You’re becoming better than a decent shot.”

      His voice was warm with approval. She tilted her chin proudly.

      “Yup and I can kick ass.”

      His mouth twitched. “You’re cute.”

      She surveyed Gavin who was all muscle. “Well, I can’t kick ass like you, but I put two of your men down.”

      “Because you did a crotch shot.”

      Of course, he knew that. “How often do you watch me on the surveillance cameras?”

      “Enough.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “How much?”

      He kissed her forehead. “A lot.”

      “I can’t believe you watched me this afternoon,” she grouched.

      “You should be happy I watched, or I wouldn’t be here right now.” He cupped her breast and thumbed her nipple, making her jolt. “Why didn’t you give me the green light if we could have sex?”

      “You’re busy.”

      “So?”

      “You have better things to do.”

      His hand tightened on her sensitive breast. “Lyla, you’re my number one priority.”

      “Giving me orgasms isn’t a priority.”

      “It is to me.” He dropped his forehead on hers. “I’ve been waiting to have you again. I jerked off watching you in my car, took care of business, and came to you as soon as I could.”

      “That’s romantic,” she said dryly.

      “You want romance?”

      She made a face. Their relationship had never been about flamboyant gestures or sweet words. “I don’t need romance.”

      He looked offended. “I can give you romance.”

      She imagined him on his knees with a rose clamped between his teeth and began to laugh. He didn’t have a romantic bone in his body. When she ran from him, he blackmailed her into coming back. A year and a half later, he gained her marriage vows by threatening to harm her cousin, Carmen. He was no Prince Charming. The thought of him trying to be romantic was ludicrous. It wasn’t until she glanced at his face that she realized he was far from amused.

      “Gavin, it’s not a big deal,” she said, patting his arm. He was a crime lord, not Romeo. “I never asked for romance.”

      He grasped her chin and glared down at her. “Was your ex romantic?”

      “Jonathan?”

      God, she hadn’t thought of him in months. Jonathan, the IT consultant she’d left behind in Maine, had been the definition of a gentleman. He was the sweetest man she had ever met, and it wasn’t an act. He wooed her with long drives along the coast, picnics on the beach, and conversation. The memories slipping through her mind seemed like they were from another lifetime.

      A growl made her focus on her husband. “What?”

      “You’re smiling.”

      “Oh.”

      “You’re still smiling.”

      She couldn’t straighten her lips, not when he was giving her such a disgruntled look.

      “Was he romantic?”

      She shrugged.

      “What does that mean?”

      She threw her hands in the air. “Who cares if Jonathan was romantic?”

      “I do.”

      “Well, it doesn’t matter now, does it?”

      “It does.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You are seriously one of the most primitive men I’ve ever met.” She held up left hand and wriggled her ring finger where the blue diamond sparkled. “We’re married and have a kid together.”

      “Was he romantic?”

      He was such a bullheaded ass. “Yes, he was.”

      He tensed, and she realized she should have lied.

      “Gavin, romance is nothing compared to⁠—”

      “I’ll give you fucking romance.”

      He got out of the tub, and she grit her teeth.

      “Gavin, this is stupid.”

      He hauled her up and toweled her dry.

      “You don’t have to⁠—”

      He picked her up like a bride and carried her into the bedroom. He dropped her on the bed and braced himself on all fours over her.

      “I want to be the one to give you everything,” he stated.

      She clasped his face between her hands. “You do give me everything.”

      “Except romance.”

      She jerked his head down and kissed him. He tried to pull away, but she wouldn’t let him. She licked his bottom lip until he opened his mouth and slid her tongue inside. Her emotions, which had always been volatile whenever it revolved around him, flared. She poured her love into him so he could feel it.

      Gavin shuddered and kissed her back. He kissed her with such force that she sank into the mattress. His hands moved over her body, reclaiming every inch for himself. She smiled against his mouth as he slid inside her. He rocked himself deep, and they both groaned.

      “I live for you,” he said.

      Her heart thudded against her rib cage. “I know. You’re risking your life for me.”

      “Since my life means nothing without you, it’s not a hardship.” His eyes bored into hers. “What do you want, Lyla?”

      “I want to feel safe.” It was the one thing he couldn’t give her, not until Sadist was dead. It was the reason she couldn’t sleep. When she slept, she had nightmares of the knife-wielding psycho. Her paranoia even leaked into her waking hours. A slamming door or tone of voice could send her into the past where she drowned in bloody memories.

      “I’m going to get him,” he said.

      If there was one man who would find the fucker who haunted her nightmares, it was Gavin. “I know.”

      “I’m going to bring his head to you on a platter,” he vowed.

      She grinned. “Is that your idea of romance?”

      When he grimaced, she laughed and wrapped herself around him.

      “Anyone can give me romance, but no one can give me what you do.”

      The monster inside him that made him the most feared man in the underworld watched her with starving eyes.

      “And what’s that?”

      “Real love.”

      He stopped moving.

      “Any man handing out roses on the street can charm a woman. Any man can plan an elaborate proposal with jet planes spelling out the big question, but no one can promise to love you forever. No one can promise that they won’t get divorced or be there for each other through thick and thin.” She gave him a mock glare. “Do you promise to love me forever?”

      “Yes.”

      No hesitation. Her heart warmed. She smiled as she clasped his face.

      “What about a divorce?”

      “Fuck no.”

      “You promise never to leave me?”

      He leaned down and said against her lips, “Once this is over, you won’t be able to get rid of me.”

      She didn’t have to ask the last question because they had been through more than most couples went through in several lifetimes.

      He made love to her with a gentleness that brought tears to her eyes. He adored her. It was in every touch, every look. He teased her until she clawed his back and cursed at him. He brought her to an orgasm so good that she cried. She held him tight, absorbing the fact he was strong, warm, and alive. Sending him back into the underworld made her sick with worry, but they had no other choice.

      “I love you,” he whispered.

      She smiled with her eyes closed. Maybe Gavin wasn’t what most people would call romantic, but he was her type of romantic, and that’s all that mattered.

      He shifted to get out of bed, and she clung to him, not wanting to end this moment.

      “Not yet. Ten more minutes,” she mumbled sleepily. She couldn’t remember the last time she slept through the night. If he just lay with her for an hour...

      “I’m not leaving.”

      One eye opened. “You aren’t?”

      “You think I can leave you now that I had you again?”

      She beamed. “You’re spending the night?” It was a night for romance and miracles.

      “Yeah. I just need to check my phone.”

      She flopped onto the pillows and listened to his voice as he spoke to someone in Spanish. She let the sound of his voice lull her and slipped into the first peaceful sleep she had in months.
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      She woke to the most beautiful sight in the world. Gavin sat on the bed with Nora on his lap. He spoke to his daughter who bounced excitedly, bright blue eyes shining as she responded to him. It made her stomach feel warm and squishy. This is what she always wanted. Seeing them together was her version of utopia. Gavin had been the one who insisted on kids, and she was so happy he had.

      He nuzzled Nora, who made a happy shrieking sound and wrapped her arms around his head. Beau pranced, wanting to play, but knew that Gavin wouldn’t allow him on the bed. Beau ran to her so she could smother him with kisses while he growled low in his throat in appreciation.

      “Nora’s trying to sit up,” she said.

      Gavin gave his daughter an admonishing look. “Stop trying to grow up so fast!”

      Nora wasn’t intimidated by her father. She let out a happy gurgle and drooled. Lyla sat up, clutching the sheet to her bare chest.

      “Da da da,” Nora chanted as she bounced.

      “Yes, I’m your daddy,” he said and brushed kisses over her face, “and he loves you so much.”

      Her heart clenched. During the short stretches of time that Gavin was home, he doted on Nora. Carmen warned him that he would spoil her. The last time she said this, Gavin gave her a cool look. “She deserves to be spoiled. She’s mine.” Carmen threw up her hands, but Lyla saw her hiding a smirk. Carmen couldn’t resist giving Gavin shit. They had an odd relationship, but it worked for them, so she didn’t interfere.

      “She’s hungry,” he said.

      She reached for the baby. He watched as Nora found her breast and latched on. She flushed when she caught his heated gaze. She wasn’t used to having him around for feedings.

      “You shouldn’t feel insecure about your body, especially about something natural like lactating. It made me hot to see you pregnant. Why would it be any different to see this?”

      “I didn’t think men would⁠—”

      His eyes narrowed. “You don’t need to think about what other men want. You only need to think about me.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Obviously, I’m not thinking of anyone else. How could I?”

      “Make sure it stays that way.” He ran a hand down her face. “You slept deep?”

      “Like the dead.”

      “Feel good?”

      She nodded. He ruffled Nora’s hair. In the bright morning light, she saw a fresh cut on the back of his hand. She grabbed his hand to examine it and felt her stomach dip.

      “Is this from a knife?” she asked.

      “It’s nothing.”

      Fear cascaded through her. “What happened?”

      “It was nothing.”

      “I can’t lose you,” she whispered.

      “You won’t.”

      “What if you’re shot or⁠—”

      “I’ve survived much worse.”

      She bit her lip. “If you can’t find him, maybe⁠—”

      His expression tightened. “Don’t, Lyla.”

      “It’s been four months. Maybe you killed him already and don’t know it,” she said even though she didn’t believe it.

      “He’ll surface. He always does.”

      Guilt and worry dogged her every waking moment. She had become a paranoid recluse, only leaving the house to go to doctor’s appointments. Thank God Carmen was here. Carmen didn’t ask if she could move in. After Nora was born, she arrived with two suitcases and claimed a room. Surprisingly, Gavin didn’t make a fuss about it. Carmen made her house arrest bearable.

      “I know what I’m doing, Lyla. Don’t worry about me.”

      “How can I not worry about you?” she snapped.

      “I was raised in the underworld. I’m getting close.”

      She tightened her hold on Nora. “You are?”

      “I’m making people nervous. That’s good.” His eyes glittered. “I’m going to get him.”

      “I just want this to be over.” It had been over two years since the attack that claimed Manny’s life and left her scarred.

      “It will be.” He sucked on her neck. “Coming home to you keeps me human.”

      She elbowed him. “Sex isn’t the answer to everything!”

      “Yes, it is. It reminds me how much I have to lose, and that isn’t fucking happening.”

      She waved a hand in his face before dropping her eyes to Nora. “Watch your language.”

      He grinned. “She’s four months old.”

      “So?”

      He shook his head. “I’m heading into the office. Janice and Alice have been asking about you and the baby. Do you want to come?”

      Effectively distracted by the offer, she felt her heart soar with excitement even as her belly iced with fear. “Is it safe to go out?”

      “You’re in my casino. Your security detail will be with you, and you won’t be left alone.”

      She hesitated only a moment before she said, “I’d like that.”

      “We’ll leave in two hours,” he said and headed for the bathroom.

      Even while she felt safe in Gavin’s fortress, she was beginning to feel the first stages of cabin fever. Before, she went out three to four times a week. Now, she left the house once a month. She and Carmen kept busy by training four times a week with a self-defense/mixed martial arts instructor. And Blade made sure to keep their tactical skills up to par by taking them regularly to the gun range on property. Carmen, who had been raised with an enforcer father and married into the Pyre clan, understood the measures that needed to be taken for their protection.

      She texted Carmen who responded immediately, saying she was down for the ‘excursion.’ She scanned her messages and saw a text from her mother: Please call. Really need to talk to you. She ignored the text. The last time she spoke to her mother was the day Nora was born. Her mother asked for money, of course. Traumatized by the attack at the field and Nora’s birth, she hung up on her mother and ignored all messages since then. Her father, a gambling addict, had fucked up again. It was nothing new, and she was tired of cleaning up his shit.

      Just as Nora finished eating, Gavin emerged from the shower. He took Nora so she could get ready. This felt so normal and domesticated. She had an extra spring in her step as she applied makeup for the first time in months and donned a navy-blue wrap dress. She added a white scarf to cover her scarred chest and as a cover in case she had to nurse. She draped a coat over her arm and added stiletto boots.

      She found Carmen in the nursery packing a bulging baby bag.

      Carmen gave her a lascivious grin. “Did you get any sleep last night?”

      She smiled. “A little.”

      Carmen no longer looked like the Playboy bunny she had been when her husband Vinny was alive. The crying spells had waned in the passing years and Carmen seemed to be adjusting to her new lot in life. She took out her breast implants, dyed her hair black, and still managed to hook every man within a ten-foot radius. After wearing sweatpants for four months, it was a shock to see Carmen looking like her old self. Today’s ensemble was a nude skirt that hugged every curve of her body from waist to ankle and a white lace blouse. Carmen completed the look with white heels and large diamond stud earrings. The look was deceivingly demure, but an outright challenge to any man.

      “You’re asking for trouble,” she said with a grin.

      Carmen beamed and posed with her hands on the stroller, looking like a seductive MILF. “I love trouble.”

      Carmen ruined her image by twerking in her tight skirt. Apparently, Carmen had been feeling the effects of cabin fever and had finally cracked.

      “Okay, so you’re dying for trouble. I get it. You packed Nora’s things?”

      Carmen gave a mock salute. “Yes, ma’am, and I dressed Nora too. Let’s get the hell out of here!”

      She laughed as Carmen wheeled everything toward the hallway. Blade, Lyla’s bodyguard, efficiently folded the stroller and shouldered the bag.

      “You’re getting good at that, Blade. When are you going to become a daddy?” Carmen asked as she sashayed past.

      “When hell freezes over.” He glanced at Lyla who had her arms crossed. “No offense. Babies aren’t my thing.”

      “But Nora loves you,” she said.

      “I like her well enough since she’s my goddaughter,” he said with a straight face, “but she needs a lot of everything, and I don’t have time for that.”

      She patted his chest. There was a time when Blade scared the living daylights out of her, but those days were long gone. Blade took a bullet for her and was fast becoming part of the family, something he didn’t seem thrilled with.

      “Maybe when things calm down, you can have your own life,” she said.

      His dubious expression clearly stated that he didn’t believe there would ever be a time they wouldn’t need his services. When they walked into the kitchen, they found the cook finishing up fresh omelets.

      “I miss coffee,” she said.

      “You can have some, can’t you?” Carmen asked as she ate a banana.

      “Not much and I want to load it with creamer, so it’s best not to.”

      Her weird pregnancy cravings were gone, thank God, but she was still eating more than she used to. The workouts with her instructors and breastfeeding were burning off calories, but her body still needed more to produce milk. She was a bit self-conscious with the extra weight, but if Gavin didn’t mind, then why should she? She was a mother, after all, not a supermodel. She jolted when Beau flopped at her feet. She glanced down and received a baleful look from the dog who realized they were leaving him behind.

      “I don’t think Daddy’s going to let you in his casino,” she said to him.

      “I’ve been texting Alice,” Carmen said.

      “About what?”

      “Some of her volunteer projects.”

      Alice, the Community Outreach Coordinator for the Pyre Foundation, was in charge of charitable events for the Pyre Foundation and making a positive impact on the community. She and Carmen had volunteered at several events, but after the last attack, she retreated completely.

      “Next week, Alice has a volunteer day at a hospital. Gavin gave a generous donation to add a new wing.”

      Gavin walked in with Nora cradled in one arm. She was momentarily sidetracked by his slick appearance. He wore a crisp gray suit with a light blue shirt and silver tie. There was nothing hotter than a man with a baby.

      He raised a brow. “Ready?”

      “Uh, yeah.” She ignored the pool of desire in her belly. He took her twice last night. How the hell could she still be horny? She thought once they had Nora their libidos would slack off. Not so, apparently. “You didn’t tell me you donated money to a hospital.”

      Nora’s pacifier bounced as she yanked on her daddy’s tie. Gavin didn’t bother to snatch it from her chubby hands.

      “It’s a good cause.” He shifted his sleeve to glance at his watch. “Let’s go.”

      She bent down to kiss Beau and promised she would be back as soon as possible. On the way to the door, she made sure to check the safety on her gun. Carrying a weapon saved her life, so she wouldn’t be caught without one. She was sure Carmen was packing as well. The world they live in forced them to take extreme precautions.

      They walked into the crisp morning air. She automatically glanced around to take in her guards. She didn’t know what Gavin did to test the loyalty of his men, but she was aware that a quarter of them mysteriously disappeared after he conducted some interviews.

      Gavin placed Nora in the car seat and rode shotgun while Blade drove. She scooted in beside Nora with Carmen on her other side.

      “This is going to be the first time everyone sees her. You like her outfit?” Carmen asked.

      Nora was dressed in black leggings, a knit sweater with a cute heart design, and matching boots and cap. She brushed the back of her hand against Nora’s cheek, which was toasty warm.

      “She looks adorable.”

      “Of course, she does. I bought her that,” Carmen said proudly.

      She made faces at Nora, who giggled and reached for her. She allowed Nora to mess up her hair before she pulled back and left her hand on her daughter’s lap to play with. She couldn’t resist turning in her seat to look at the entourage of SUVs following them. It was normal to feel paranoid after what she had been through, right? Her eyes touched on the trunk. She had a vivid memory of lying back there holding Beau, willing him to live after he had been shot.

      She took a deep breath and faced forward. She willed away the flashbacks, but they refused to be ignored. She could still hear the pop of gunfire as her guards turned on one another. Adrenaline flooded her body, urging her to go into fight or flight mode. She sat back, closed her eyes, and tried to calm down. She had done everything in her power to avoid situations that would cause her anxiety to skyrocket, such as leaving the house. When she felt steady enough, she opened her eyes and saw Blade watching her in the rearview mirror. She looked away.

      Gavin’s fortress lay on the outskirts of the city, far from the prying eyes of society. The desert was an unforgiving place, much like the people who occupied it. She had come to appreciate its starkness and take comfort in the isolation of their home.

      Las Vegas was an oasis in the middle of the Mojave Desert. The lure of money and sex had enticed millions to The Strip to try their luck since the 1930s. She resisted the urge to cover Nora’s eyes as they cruised down The Strip. Women with pasties on their nipples and skirts too short to cover their asses tried to make a quick buck by posing with nerdy tourists or preteen boys. Others dressed as popular characters while street performers tried to entertain the crowds.

      Blade stopped in front of one of the Pyre Casinos. Gavin unbuckled Nora from her car seat and carried her inside. She shouldered the baby bag while Blade followed with the stroller. Despite her excitement about leaving the house, she was on edge. People were everywhere, and the noise was overwhelming. The smell of smoke was heavy in the air, and even though it wasn’t even ten o’clock, cocktail waitresses held trays laden with liquor. There were no kids in sight, of course. Las Vegas wasn’t child friendly, a point she tried to impress upon Manny when she was young and naïve. However, Manny had allowed her to create a black stallion statue instead of another naked figure for the gamblers to touch for luck.

      They made their way through the casino to the executive offices. Gavin’s employees stopped and stared at the sight of him with a baby. Several of the braver souls stepped forward to greet Nora, who was fascinated by all the new faces. Gavin didn’t offer Nora to any of the cooing women gathered around him. He was a possessive bastard and didn’t want to give up his daughter for a second.

      “Lyla!”

      She smiled as Marcus approached. Before Gavin could interfere, his good-looking COO kissed her on the cheek and wrapped her in a tight hug. Marcus had become dear to her in the brief time she’d known him. Not only did he shoulder Gavin’s workload, he was also unfailingly loyal. Marcus acted as if he was a Pyre himself and pushed to expand the business and leave behind a legacy for the next generation.

      “How are you?” Marcus asked as he cupped her cheek.

      She loved that about Marcus. He could be cutthroat in business, but he was affectionate and treated her like a long-lost sister. He didn’t follow the rules of propriety where she was concerned, which drove Gavin insane.

      “I’m good,” she said.

      He stood back and beamed. “You look great!”

      Her anxiety fell away. “Thank you.”

      “Where’s my goddaughter?”

      Gavin scowled as he broke through the ring of female employees around him. “I never made you Nora’s godfather.”

      “You should,” Marcus said, unperturbed by his surly attitude. He bent to catch Nora’s attention. “Hi, baby, I’m Uncle Marcus.” He held his hands out to her.

      Gavin began to smirk, but that vanished when Nora reached for Marcus, a complete stranger. Gavin started to turn away, but Marcus snatched Nora from her father who flushed with rage. Lyla wrapped her arm around Gavin’s waist so he wouldn’t harm Marcus.

      “Cool it,” she said and tried to hide her smile.

      “I don’t like him touching you,” Gavin growled.

      How many times had she heard that since she met Marcus? It was obvious there was nothing romantic between them, but Gavin never failed to comment on it.

      “He’s like my brother.”

      They watched Marcus talk to Nora who was taken by his smooth voice and All-American good looks.

      “We should make him her godfather,” she said.

      Gavin stiffened. “Hell no.”

      “Why not? Look at him with her. I trust Marcus with Nora.”

      He grunted. “I don’t want him to think he’s family.”

      “You trust him with your business and money, why not your family?”

      Gavin didn’t answer.

      Marcus settled Nora on his hip and raked Carmen from head to heels while the nightclub manager she spoke to grinned like a fool. Marcus’s normally expressive face revealed nothing of what he was thinking.

      “Oh my gosh! You’re here!”

      Alice, wearing purple slacks and an unflattering blouse with large flowers, embraced Lyla and then backed away, clapping her hands. “You look great! Where’s the baby?”

      Before she could answer, Alice spotted Nora in Marcus’s arms. She rushed over and talked to Nora who flapped her arms and smiled so wide that her pacifier dropped. Like Gavin, Marcus didn’t relinquish his hold on Nora. Alice was disappointed, but she wasn’t about to play tug of war with a baby or snap at her boss.

      “He’s hogging her,” Alice complained and then bounced on her toes, eyes lighting up as she remembered something. “Are you able to volunteer at the hospital next week? Carmen said she’d talk to you about it.”

      “I’m not sure,” she said as Gavin gripped the back of her coat.

      “I’m on my way to a meeting with Janice to discuss the event. It’s going to be our largest to date!” Alice eyed Gavin uncertainly, clearly uneasy about addressing him directly. “Are you coming, Mr. Pyre?”

      “No,” he said shortly.

      Alice didn’t bother to hide her relief. It was clear she wasn’t comfortable around her boss. She turned back to Lyla. “You want to come to the meeting?”

      She looked up at Gavin. His jaw was locked. Clearly, he didn’t want her out of his sight, but she was curious about the event and felt bad for not participating. Before Nora was born, she had been extremely active in the Pyre Foundation and enjoyed volunteering.

      “Lyla?” Alice prompted.

      She went on tiptoe and kissed Gavin’s bristly jaw. “I’ll be back.” She glanced at Marcus who presented Nora to the casino workers as if she were his. “You’ll keep an eye on Nora?”

      “Of course. Blade,” Gavin bit out, and Blade materialized by her side. “Bring her right back to me.”

      “Yes, sir,” Blade said.

      She slipped away from Gavin to kiss Nora on the cheek. She looked around for Carmen, but she was gone. She tamped down her alarm. Carmen could take care of herself. Alice waved tentatively at Blade who regarded her impassively. Four guards joined him.

      “Did I miss something?” Alice asked out of the side of her mouth. “I thought we haven’t seen you because of Nora. Is something else going on?”

      “That’s just Gavin being Gavin,” she said dismissively.

      Revealing anything about the attacks wasn’t an option. Alice might keel over from the shock. Alice was a Utah native, a state known for its strict religion and conservative views. She never asked Alice what prompted her to come to Las Vegas, but was glad to have her as a friend. Alice was a beam of light in an otherwise dark city filled with greed and lust.

      “You look great,” Alice said admiringly as they walked through the casino.

      “Thank you. I’m starting to feel... better.”

      Seeing Nora being fawned over by Marcus and the other employees made her feel as if she was a part of a community rather than a lone ranger. For the first time in months, she wasn’t worrying about Gavin in the underworld or Nora’s future. She could live in the moment as she walked arm in arm with Alice through a casino teeming with people.

      “What are your plans today?” Alice asked.

      “I’m not sure. Gavin said you and Janice have been asking about Nora, so I thought we’d visit. Carmen came too, but I don’t know where she’s gone off to.”

      “Oh, I should have invited her to the meeting.” Alice waved her hand. “Well, she’s been involved from the beginning, so she knows everything anyway.”

      Carmen had been in on the plans for the hospital event? How? She hadn’t left the house.

      Alice steered her into a conference room where Janice was holding court. Gavin’s Public Relations Coordinator was a force to be reckoned with. Janice single-handedly pulled Gavin’s tattered image out of the trash after Gavin went to jail for money laundering and Manny’s grisly murder was splashed across the news. Between Alice and Janice, the Pyre name had become a beacon of hope in the communities that badly needed a benefactor.

      “You’re back!” Janice exclaimed, running forward in spiked heels and a tailored suit. She gave Lyla a fierce hug and then looked at Blade, the only guard who entered the room. “Where’s the baby?”

      “With Gavin and Marcus,” Lyla said.

      Janice’s eyes bugged. “You trust them with a baby?”

      “I don’t think I could pry her away from them. Gavin’s obsessed and Marcus has elected himself her godfather.”

      “Blade, make yourself comfortable,” Janice said, ever courteous, and led Lyla to the table.

      Janice introduced her to six women who were managing this event and immediately began to outline the festivities. Gavin helped repair two wings of the hospital, which had been destroyed during a fire, and made a sizable donation to build a new one. The hospital was celebrating the completion of the new wing, which Alice saw as an opportunity for the Pyre Foundation to reach out.

      Alice spoke enthusiastically about the itinerary. It was clear this had taken months to plan, and the amount of people involved was staggering. Over one hundred Pyre employees were volunteering their time to pass out goodie bags and care baskets. Thanks to Carmen’s connections, they had an impressive list of celebrities attending the event to draw the press. Her brows shot up when she heard Kody Singer agreed to make a little girl’s dying wish come true. Carmen was talking to her past fling?

      Every person in the room possessed an abundance of love, caring, and hope. It made the underworld seem like an alternate universe. How could there be people with no souls on the same planet with someone like Alice who believed in the good in every human being? Just being in this room filled with compassionate people soothed her fear and worry. The best way to combat the darkness was to get involved and be around those trying to make a positive difference in the world.

      As the meeting concluded, the staff and volunteers hugged her. She had been alone for so long that the simple show of affection and camaraderie made her eyes sting with tears. Alice and Janice stayed behind to ask about Nora and how she was doing as a new mother. She hadn’t been this relaxed in months and found herself wishing everything could stay just as it was at this moment.

      “So, are you coming to the event?” Alice asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Yay! I’m so glad. I’ve missed having you around.”

      “Is Gavin coming?” Janice asked archly.

      “No. He has other things to see to,” she said.

      Janice didn’t push. She wasn’t sure how much Janice knew about the truth behind the rumors surrounding Gavin’s involvement in criminal activities.

      “Gavin lets his money speak for him, which is what matters,” Janice said briskly. “He’s done wonders for the community through the Pyre Foundation.”

      “We should have a girls’ day,” Alice said.

      “Yes,” Janice agreed. “Carmen and the three of us... and Nora, of course. I gotta run.”

      “Me too,” Alice said after a harried glance at her Minnie Mouse watch.

      “Love you, see you soon,” Janice said and kissed Lyla on the cheek.

      Alice copied her, and both women disappeared at a fast trot. She glanced at Blade who stood by the door during the meeting.

      “Not a good idea,” he said bluntly.

      “It’s a good cause. I want to help.”

      “Too many variables. Gavin won’t allow it.”

      Cold, hard reality smothered her good mood. She glared at Blade. “I can’t lock myself in the house for the rest of my life. People need help.”

      “You can’t help anyone if you’re dead.”

      She stepped up to Blade and pressed her gun against his middle. He didn’t flinch. He just stared at her with dark, fathomless eyes.

      “I am so sick of hiding from that bastard. If he comes for me, I’ll be ready this time.”

      “You can’t be prepared for everything.”

      He disarmed her so quickly she didn’t have a chance to hang onto the gun. Her pistol thudded to the ground several feet away. He grabbed her arm and yanked hard. She whirled and found herself in a chokehold. Even as panic tried to grab her by the throat, the lesson her self-defense instructor drilled into her took over. She kicked her stiletto boot up hard and fast as if she would kick her own ass and felt it connect with her target. Blade released her instantly and sank to his knees, hands over his crotch. He didn’t make a sound as he knelt on the floor as if he was praying.

      It had become a weekly ritual for Blade to surprise her at inopportune moments. The skirmishes were unexpected and tested her delicate nerves, but her response time kept getting better. It wasn’t easy to endure these attacks. It triggered memories of the past. She shuddered and tried to shake off the chill.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      Blade growled but didn’t look up. She fetched her pistol and put it in her purse. She brushed a hand over her scarf to make sure it covered her chest and felt tip of a raised, ragged scar. She knew each mark by heart and could vividly recall the agony as Sadist inflicted the wounds, staring down at her with soulless black eyes. She paced as she tried to suppress the memories. She turned on Blade who still hadn’t moved.

      “I guess that really works,” she said.

      If looks could kill, she would have perished. Blade’s jaw flexed as he restrained himself. He rose slowly and took an experimental step before he waved his hand.

      “Let’s go,” he said in a husky voice.

      She didn’t need to be told twice. She walked out of the conference room and was confronted by the rest of her security detail. Two guards took the lead and two fell behind while Blade kept pace beside her. They walked on the outskirts of the casino.

      “I’m ready, don’t you think?” she asked.

      “Gavin won’t let you attend. The enemy could shoot you from a distance. Maybe I’ll let them,” he said, clearly still agitated over her crotch shot.

      “But this guy likes to play.” Her stomach pitched as flashbacks began to wash out her surroundings. “He could have shot Manny and I the first time, but he didn’t. He drew it out. He wanted to teach us a lesson and use his knife...”

      Everything around her faded into nothingness. Memories of the day Manny was killed slammed into her. The elegant casino disappeared, and she was once again in Manny’s mansion, hands pinned behind her as she watched Manny being beat to death. Her body broke out in a cold sweat, and terror flooded her. Someone grabbed her arm and she wrenched away.

      “Don’t touch me!” She backed up and tried to shake the visions away as the sound of bones breaking and the cruel laughter of the monster who systematically tore Manny to pieces echoed in her ears.

      “Lyla, it’s okay. It’s me.”

      She came up against a wall, braced her hands on her knees, and tried to catch her breath. She clenched her teeth against the need to scream. She felt exposed and vulnerable with the guards watching, waiting for her to get a grip. She wished Alice or Janice was here to chase away her nightmares.

      “Lyla, it’s me,” Blade said.

      “G-give me a minute,” she wheezed and placed a hand over her racing heart.

      “It’s all in your head.”

      She raised her head and glared. “You think I don’t know that?”

      “This isn’t the place to have a panic attack,” he snapped impatiently.

      She was considering the pros of shooting him when she heard one of her guards say, “Can I help you?”

      “Morgan?”

      She straightened abruptly. Something about that voice snapped her out of her nightmare and into the present. It couldn’t be... She looked around Blade and came face to face with her past. Her body went cold with shock. Jonathan, the ex she left in Maine, was standing less than eight feet from her.
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