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        Shauna Mairéad writes in Hiberno-English, rooted in her Irish heritage. As such, spelling, syntax, and rhythm may differ from American English.

      

        

      
        Pronunciation chart:

      

        

      
        Rohan (ROW-EN)

        Saoirse (SEER-SHA)

        Éanna (AY-NA)

        Beibhinn (BEVAN)

        Fiadh (Fee-uh)

        Áodhan (AY-DON)

        Donnacha (DONE-NA-KA)

        Lorcan (LOR-CAN)

        Aoibhean (AV-EEN)

      

        

      
        Destructive Truths playlist (available on Spotify)

      

        

      
        This is a dark romance intended for mature readers (17+). It contains morally ambiguous situations, power-imbalanced dynamics, and material some readers may find confronting.

      

        

      
        Destructive Truths is book two in the Kings of Killybegs trilogy and MUST be read second.
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      Who knew drowning could feel so much like love? It’s as if you are gasping for air while choking on the scorching breath searing your lungs. It’s a serrated knife thrust into the centre of your chest, slicing your vulnerability wide open.

      Then comes the wave, dragging you under, and the further you sink, the more it’s bound to kill you.

      I always thought that in my last moment my entire existence would flash before my eyes in a collection of memories and a lifetime of achievements, but my reality is far bleaker.

      There is no slideshow of laughter and love, no Christmas mornings or past birthday parties. Instead, death greets me with crippling anxiety, sheer disappointment, and a shitload of dreams I will never fulfil.

      I may have been born to become a queen, but as I choke on my final breath, the conclusion crashes through me: I’ll leave this world nothing more than a broken, naïve girl.

      The hands around my neck force me under, stealing the last ounce of life coursing through my veins. Finally, my flailing limbs give up the fight as the blurry figure fades from view. I’m on the edge of death, floating through a cloud of flower petals, disappearing into the darkness. As I drift through the numbness, my mother’s voice breaks through, providing me strength and begging me to fight harder. Never feed your fears, Saoirse. Because if you do, they will eat you alive.

      She’s right. This cannot be my final countdown. I refuse to leave this world marred by men who crave power—power that is rightfully mine.

      Using every molecule of strength I have left, I force my body to push back. My fingers clasp Rohan’s wrist while I straighten my spine and rear forward, thrusting against his unwavering grasp. My legs kick out as I fight to gain some traction.

      “Stay still, you fucking cunt.”

      My brow tightens, creasing the lines around my closed eyes. Something about his tone irks me. It’s different from the velvety bravado I’m used to—a deeper brogue littered with hatred and oozing distaste. Rohan’s wild lilt once licked my skin with lust-filled desire. But now there is nothing but disdain, and it shutters through me, chilling me to the core.

      The water makes it harder for him to keep his grip firm. My lengthy nails bite into his flesh, tearing at his arms as I struggle to wade through the shallow depths. Yet, I don’t give up, refusing to go down without a fight.

      “Fuck,” he curses when I break the skin. “You’ll pay for that, bitch.”

      My feet become my anchor, and I push against the aged brass tub and thrust my hips upward, momentarily knocking him off-kilter. It’s not enough to free myself from his hold, but my head bursts through the water’s surface, and I waste no time drawing a breath through my nose.

      Reaching out, I grip the side of the bath. He pushes against me, but my arms hold me steady and unmoving. My eyes seek his, and once I latch on to his gaze, a flicker of uncertainty overwhelms me, and the breath I stole catches in the base of my throat.

      I thought I knew those eyes—the ones that held me and caressed my skin with unspoken words. The same fucking eyes that promised to keep me safe, to protect me from the demons hiding in the shadows. Could I be wrong? Sure, the same hue of green with countless fiery specks of autumn gold shine back at me. But the softness, the glimmer of lust, the flicker of longing, the sparkle of mischief—all the things that made me a fool for the man behind the mask—are missing.

      These eyes are different, darker, lifeless, and void of emotion. Realisation crashes in. This is not the same person who whispered promises and offered truths.

      “Donnacha,” I croak. It seems the devil came to finish what he started. Not to-fucking-day, arsehole.

      “In the flesh.” Malice coats his words as he hisses his reply, “Did you really think I’d let you live after last night?” His lips tilt into a sneer. “My brother should have killed me when he had the chance, sweetheart.” The slimy sweetheart rolls off his tongue and pierces my exterior, making my insides icy with hate. Nevertheless, I refuse to let this bastard win.

      “How do you think he’ll feel when I drop your used corpse on his doorstep? With your pussy thoroughly fucked and dripping with my cum,” Donnacha continues, taunting me with his poisonous words.

      Fury boils beneath my skin, igniting something untameable. There isn’t a chance in hell I’m letting this fucker play out his sick, twisted fantasies. I’ll kill him first or die trying.

      From the corner of my eye, I spy a way out of this mess—a large white-and-blue china vase. With one hand around Donnacha’s wrist, I stretch my free arm towards the priceless vase on the windowsill next to the bath. My fingertips barely graze the old antique, but I keep trying.

      Donnacha dunks me again, but before I plunge beneath the water, I draw in as much air as possible and then use the backward momentum to shift to the right. With my new plan in place, the fight inside me bursts free, propelling me forward. This time I hurry. Reaching out, I grasp the neck of the vase and haul it towards his head. The porcelain shatters against his temple with a sharp crack causing Donnacha to weave. Then, as if instinctual, he releases my throat, and his hand rushes towards his head as he roars out, “Fucking cunt.”

      There’s no time to hesitate. I lunge from the bath, splashing water everywhere as I dart towards the door. My shoulders rise and fall as my ragged breath dances to the tune of my erratic heart. Every inhale cuts into my lungs with the air’s sharp bite, but I don’t stop. Croaking out another round of breathless coughs, I burst through the open en suite door into the main bedroom.

      My eyes land on the gun Rohan gave me earlier, sitting atop the bedside locker. I rush towards the edge of the bed, knowing it’s my only hope of leaving this room alive. I’m almost there when fingers grasp my dripping-wet locks and wrench me backwards. A radiating sting spreads across my scalp, causing my eyes to water from the piercing pain as a scream expels past my lips.

      “Not so fucking fast, you little cunt. Did you really think that pathetic attempt would work?” Unnerving humour laces his voice. “You’re not getting away this time.”

      “Help!” I scream, but it’s pointless. We are miles away from anywhere. The castle on the hill is no longer my safe haven. It’s a hollow hell, far from any saviour.

      “Nobody is coming, sweetheart. But by all means, keep screaming.” He pulls me close, wrapping his free hand around my waist, and moulding my bare back against his chest. “I like the sound of your fear.” Then, lowering his mouth, his vile breath trails along my skin, and my stomach flips as bile rises in my throat. His hold on me tightens, and he lifts me off my feet. I kick my legs through the air, and he grunts when my flailing elbow greets his rib cage. “Fucking bitch.” Pain licks his words.

      Suddenly, my back hits the mattress, and Donnacha crawls above me, pinning me beneath him. Straddling my waist, he takes a hold of my arms and hikes them above my head, stapling them in place. Then, with his free hand, he reaches up to rip his mask off.

      The sunlight streaming through the window hits his face, highlighting the shades of black, purple, yellow, and blue bruising around his nose, jaw, and eyes.

      “Take a good fucking look. These bruises are your fault, and now you will pay for every hit Rohan inflicted on me.” His tongue trails across his lower lip, licking the deep swollen cut that’s still coated in dried blood. “Only this time, my cunt of a brother won’t be saving you.”

      His grip on my wrists tightens, and he grinds his sordid dick against my exposed pussy. Vomit whirls up my oesophagus, but I force the acid to stay down and think back to the day at the gym.

      I spit in his face. “A queen knows how to save herself.”

      I can do this. Liam taught me how to escape this exact hold. Think, Saoirse. Think.

      I shimmy slightly, easing my body up the bed, and position my arms at a ninety-degree angle.

      “Stop fucking wiggling.” Donnacha applies more pressure, but I don’t let him deter me. I shift my hips upward, thrusting until his body bucks, and he loses his balance. Quickly, I draw my head to the left as Donnacha tumbles forward, releasing his hold on my arms to catch himself before faceplanting into the headboard. Without hesitation, I bring my arms to my sides before wrapping them around his torso. He tries to wriggle from my grasp, but I cling to him as I manoeuvre my arm through his and use all my body weight against his elbow. With my right arm, I flip him onto his back. It happens so fast that it catches him off guard when I smash my forehead against his nose before jumping off the bed to grab the gun.

      Aiming it directly at him, I watch as blood rushes from his nostrils as he hauls himself off the bed. Raising his arm to his face, he wipes the steady drip with the back of his hand. “Bad move, sweetheart,” he sneers as he stalks toward me.

      My arms shudder, fighting to hold the gun steady. “Come any closer, and I’ll shoot your fucking dick off.”

      A laugh barks past his lips. “I highly doubt it. Your hands are shaking.” He steps forward with slow, precise steps, almost like he’s a lion and I am his prey. “Have you ever shot someone?”

      I don’t reply.

      “Thought so.”

      “I mean it! Don’t come closer.” I make a show of clicking the safety off, even though every inch of me vibrates with fear, adrenaline, and shock. This sick bastard won’t win. Racking my brain, I try to remember what Rohan whispered in my ear as we stood together in the hallway. I replay his lesson in my mind—him behind me, his breath dancing across my neck.

      Wrap your hands around the grip. Your hold should be high and tight. No space between your flesh and the gun. Line up your sights. Don’t pull the trigger until both sights align.

      Donnacha takes another step. My time is running out.

      Now, shoot.

      I pull the fucking trigger.
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      A rapid pulse thunders in my eardrum as the trigger depresses back against the flesh between my thumb and pointer finger. My heart freezes mid-beat as the whip of the bullet propels from the chamber, flooding the air with an unmistakable crack.

      Donnacha’s eyes widen, broadcasting his surprise, but it’s too late for him to stop the inevitable. The wayward bullet whips through the space between us. It grazes the inside of his upper thigh, breaking his steady stance as it tears through his dark denim jeans, narrowly missing his dick.

      A rush of adrenaline courses through me, kick-starting my heart until all I can hear is the erratic drumming against my chest. Realisation settles in, rounding my eyes with disbelief.

      Oh. My. Fuck. I just shot someone.

      My feet remain frozen to the floor as Donnacha’s face contorts. Undiluted pain creeps across his brow line, tightening the creases around his eyes. A muffled curse slips past his clenched teeth, and he bends at the waist. “Motherfuckin’ bitch.” His hand clasps over his flesh wound. There is no mistaking the fury radiating off him. He’s a wounded beast, and I antagonised him.

      Wild flames narrow his angry eyes, promising penance for the sin I committed. Fearful of the repercussions, it takes everything in me to maintain eye contact and keep my chin raised. Even though I’m as naked as the day I was born—entirely vulnerable—I restrain the shaky tremors beneath my skin and keep my confident demeanour in place.

      The Killybegs Syndicate is determined to destroy every shred of me. It’s time to step into the role I was born to fill and show them I’m not easily broken.

      Fake it until you make it, right?

      I suck in a breath, squaring my shoulders with an edge of defiance. Donnacha staggers forward, dragging his right leg with him. “You’ve done it now, sweetheart. Bad, bad, move.”

      I hide my fear behind a raised brow and pull my lips into a smug smile. “Touch me again, and I promise you, the next round I fire”—my eyes drop to my attacker’s crotch before slowly sliding back up his torso and meeting his murderous stare—“I won’t miss.”

      With one last furious glance, he rushes me, his eyes trained on the gun clutched tightly in my grip. He grasps my wrist, and we each struggle for dominance. Using his injuries to my advantage, I raise my knee and connect it to his bruised ribs. With a grunt, he pushes against me, and I lose my balance. Suddenly, I’m falling backwards, and my back meets the floor with a bone-shaking crunch. The gun goes off again, and the bullet ripples through the air until it lodges in the wall behind him.

      Stepping over me, he peers down at me with a victorious sneer pulled across his lips. Bile rushes up my throat, but I swallow it back down, unwilling to show this prick an ounce of weakness.

      Donnacha reaches for me but stops when a loud, thunderous roar booms up the staircase, echoing through the open bedroom doorway. “Saoirse! SAOIRSE!” A raspy lilt littered with panic-stricken urgency greets my ears, followed by heavy footfalls racing up the staircase.

      “Shit.” Donnacha’s haunted eyes flitter between me and the door.

      I can see the wheels turning in his head. He knows he’s too injured to encounter whoever is coming. Indecision twists his features, and I use it to my advantage, placing doubt in his mind. “He’ll kill you for touching me. Run or die. The choice is yours, sweetheart.” The sentiment slides off my tongue, leaving a vile taste in its wake.

      His split-second decision flashes in his eyes, and before I can process it, he’s stepping away from me and rushing out the door.

      My shoulders sag with relief as I push up on my elbows and rest against the foot of the bed. Drawing the gun upward, I steady the grip against my forehead and desperately try to calm my breathing. With every inhale, a million razors slice my lungs, begging me to stop.

      Lost in everything that has transpired, a chorus of gruff splutters ripple past my lips as the adrenaline disperses. Shock finally immobilises me, hitting me with the weight of a freight train. I’m vaguely aware of the echoed commotion in the hallway, and although my mind begs me to get up and do something, I can’t move.

      My eyes weld shut, blocking out everything around me. I fight against the panic gripping my lungs and focus on my breathing. In through the nose, out through the mouth, over and over, until a gentle touch lands on my shoulder, startling me.

      My grip on the gun tightens, and my eyes spring open, landing on a familiar boyish face.

      “Easy there, Saoirse. It’s only me.” Aodhán’s masculine cadence hovers above me. “It’s okay. He’s gone. I got you,” he continues, keeping his tone gentle and somewhat melodious. Before I can respond to his quiet ease, Aodhán pulls his hoodie over his head and holds it towards me. “You must be freezing. Put this on.”

      It takes more effort than I care to admit, but I place the gun on the floor and push my arms through the sleeves, pulling the hoodie over my head and covering my goose-pricked skin. “Thank you.”

      I melt into the soft cotton as instant warmth wraps around me. My eyes never leave Aodhán’s as he pushes himself from his hunkers. Following his every move, I survey him as he reaches into his pocket, pulls out his phone, and taps the screen before raising it to his ear. “Come on, Rí.”

      At the mention of Rohan’s name, guilt swarms through me, attacking my senses like a colony of angry bees.

      I’d been so quick to believe my attacker was Rohan. There hadn’t been an ounce of doubt in my mind. He held me under, stealing the life from my body.

      Time and time again, Rohan had sworn he wasn’t the villain in my tale, but a part of me always struggled to believe him. How could I when half-truths and pretty white lies were wrapped around every moment we’d spent together? He’d made it easy to fall for Donnacha’s façade. I’m sick of these contradicting feelings and never knowing who or when to trust.

      For the first time in my life, I feel alone with nowhere to turn. Everyone around me is withholding information, feeding me just enough that I don’t starve. But also leaving me hungry for more.

      I don’t know what to think or how to feel. Sure, Rohan wasn’t the man behind the mask—not this time—but who’s to say he’s not the puppeteer pulling all of my strings?

      My arms encase my body, wrapping around me like a proverbial safety blanket. With my eyes still locked on Aodhán, I trail his every move, watching as he buries his free hand in his blond hair. “Pick up your fucking phone, dipshit.” He paces back and forth before trying again. “Fuck! Where the hell is he?”

      It’s a rhetorical question, but I’d love the answer. My mind wanders back to this morning when I heard Rohan speaking on the phone with my dad. Could he be part of the scheme to get rid of me? God, why do the questions keep piling up? I need answers. Now.

      I decide to keep my cards close to my chest, because even though Aodhán has given me no reason to doubt him, his loyalties lie with his best friend, and for now, I can’t trust anyone. Not even the boy I shared last night with.

      So, instead of disclosing what I know, I place my palms on the floor and push myself to my feet. Aodhán’s oversized hoodie drapes over me, hitting the tops of my thighs. Unsure about what to do, I pull the cuffs over my palms and sit on the edge of the bed. My feet ground on the floorboards, and my legs shake as a blast of nervous energy courses through me. In a montage of moments, everything hits me all at once—Donnacha, the bath, the gun. Bringing my hand to my mouth, I nibble on the edge of my thumbnail and zone out, losing myself in my thoughts. I’m vaguely aware of Aodhán’s voice as he softly murmurs into the phone, but I tune him out.

      “Hey, look at me. You’re going to be okay.” Aodhán balances on the balls of his feet as he brings himself to my level. “Lorcan is on the way, and he’ll figure out what the hell is going on.”

      “Who’s Lorcan?” My words are shaky, barely audible.

      Aodhán drops his chin to his chest. “Someone Rohan trusts with his life.”

      Unease rolls off me. Do I really need another player entering the game that has become my life? “Is that supposed to reassure me?”

      But in true Aodhán fashion, he brushes past the severe expression on my face and shoots a cheeky wink my way. “I’ve known Rohan my entire life. He’s calculating, cruel, and borderline obsessive, but he is also loyal to a fault. And for you, all those traits heighten.”

      “Yeah, well, I trusted him with my life, and look where it got me.”

      “I know you’re confused and scared. But please believe me when I say Rohan is not the bad guy. He hasn’t told me why he’s so hell-bent on keeping you safe, but our boy is secretive and selective about what he shares, so never doubt that Rohan’s not doing everything he can to protect you.”

      I roll my eyes at his little speech. “Oh, yeah. And why not?”

      “He’s all in, Saoirse. He’d die before letting anyone touch you. Last night, when everything happened at the party, he chose a side. We all saw it. Rohan went against his father. For you.”

      Stunned by his words, I say nothing, allowing everything he said to sink in.

      Had he chosen me?

      Aodhán holds out his hand, pulling me from my thoughts. “Now, how about I get your bag from my car so you can get dressed? Then I’ll make you a cup of tea while we wait for Lorcan. After that, you can tell me what went down between you and Satan’s spawn.”
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      My feet drum against the slatted belt of my treadmill as the heavy beat of “I’m Still Here” by Boy Epic blares through my AirPods. I keep pushing harder, faster, starving my lungs of oxygen, chasing the demons I’m trying to expel.

      Rohan’s arms were around her waist, pulling her closer until he moulded her against his chest. The tilt of Saoirse’s chin as she peered up at him over the long lashes framing her soul-claiming eyes. That intimate, gentle, and caring touch she laid upon his face. Her empty, unrumpled bedsheets—a sure sign she didn’t sleep here last night.

      Wild fury pricks my skin. Each snapshot eggs me on until my veins burn with inextinguishable jealousy that no amount of running will erase.

      Done with my sprint down memory lane, I slap the stop button, drawing the machine to a swift halt. “Fuck!” My head falls forward as my chest rises and falls in time to my rapid breathing.

      Tugging the small towel that hangs around my neck, I bring it to my face to wipe away the pearls of sweat off my forehead. I knew it was coming. The second I saw how they looked at each other—the first day at the gym—I knew Rohan King would be a problem.

      Stupidly, I thought my shared past with Saoirse would be enough to cut the cord between her and Rohan. How wrong I was. Rohan welded his charm like a nuclear weapon, annihilating all other players in this war of hearts.

      The plan was fucking simple. Let Saoirse find her feet, then remind her of the boy I was.

      Only I’m not him. Not anymore.

      I never thought she’d arrive before she turned eighteen, and I sure as fuck hadn’t expected her to fall flat on her arse for a prick like Rohan King.

      Closing my eyes, I run through every interaction I’ve had with Saoirse, irritating myself further.

      I’m losing to a King, and that is something I refuse to do.

      Goodbye, Mr Nice Guy. If Rohan wants a war, I’ll come at him guns blazing.

      Suddenly, my gaze flicks toward the mirrored wall to my right, catching sight of the stone-faced man leaning against the doorframe.

      “Son,” my father greets as he pushes off the jamb and strides toward me. The last thing I want to do is rehash how I allowed another man to escort my date home—possibly out of her dress. But judging by the steely glint in Oliver Devereux’s eyes, that is precisely what I’m in for.

      “Tell me this …” His tone holds an air of condescension as he circles the treadmill with his narrowed eyes laser-focused on me. “Why did you allow Saoirse Ryan to disgrace our family name? People talk, Liam. Word is spreading—my son’s date left a syndicate event with another man. And if that wasn’t pitiful enough, it was the same guy who destroyed him in the ring mere days before.”

      My chin dips to my chest as his words wash through me. “You said⁠—”

      “Enlighten me, Devin Liam Devereux.” He drops my full name, letting me know how pissed he is. “What exactly did I tell you?”

      “Make Saoirse Ryan fall in love with me.”

      His left brow hitches, challenging me to admit how much I’ve screwed up. “How’s that going for you? Cause from where I’m standing, you’re doing the opposite.” Disappointment settles across his forehead, punctuated by the crease of fine lines at the edge of his eyes. “Well?”

      “I can … I was giving her space to adjust to this life.”

      “Space? For fuck’s sake, Liam. You know what’s at stake. You’re running out of time. Once she learns what awaits, she will have to choose. So do yourself a favour and ensure you’re the one by her side when the time comes for her to face her last trial.”

      He holds my gaze, and my chin dips in agreement. “Yes, sir.”

      A proud grin slides across his face. “That’s my boy. Now, go. I will not allow history to repeat itself. Show that girl why a Devereux is the better option.”

      Flashing a forced smile, I quickly gather my things and head for the door.

      “Oh, and Liam?”

      I halt, tossing a glance over my shoulder. Then, in his eyes, I read his unspoken words and relay them aloud. “Not a word to Beibhinn and Mam about our arrangement.” He tips his chin up, giving me permission to leave.

      I don’t need to be told twice.

      I have one more trial to complete before I earn my seat on the opposite side of the syndicate table—and her name is Saoirse Ryan.
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      After checking every room in our lodge—Beibhinn’s Smut Nook included—my sister is nowhere to be seen. She’s my best bet at locating Saoirse, which is why I’m dirt biking up the mountain behind our house, hoping she’s at her favourite spot. As I close in on the range clearing, my bike rumbles to a stop. I spot her right away, earmuffs on, gun raised, as she easily manoeuvres her way through the obstacle course.

      Cocking the bike on its kickstand, I pull off my helmet, hang it off the handlebar, and watch my sister in her element. A smile glides across my face as she annihilates the countless rubber dummies dotted throughout the tree-line, the sound of bullets whips through the air with unmistakable cracks. Being a woman in a man’s world, Beibhinn has spent hours and hours out here, honing her skills to perfection. She’s a bona fide badass, and there is not a man in this fucking town who could beat her shot when it comes down to aim and precision.

      Dismounting my bike, I stalk towards the small hut on the outskirts of the course, then lean against the pillar, waiting for her to finish up. Several seconds pass before she finally runs out of ammo.

      Her gaze tracks across the course, landing on mine with a curious glare before she averts her attention to the gun safe in the back of her all-black Land Rover Defender.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure of your presence?” Her voice travels over her shoulder as she cleans up her gun.

      I push off the pillar and stride toward her. “Can’t a brother want to talk to his sister?”

      “Sure.” She turns, trapping me in her knowing glare. “But we both know that’s not why you’re here.”

      Shoving my hands into my pockets, I straighten my spine. Beibhinn is a no-nonsense chick. She is a straight shooter who can sniff out bullshit like a highly trained K9. I need to tread carefully with my intentions towards her newfound friend. She can’t know what Dad is scheming, and if I want to keep my relationship with my twin intact, she can’t find out that I agreed to help him execute his plan.

      “I was wondering if you knew where Saoirse was. I tried calling her, but her phone is off.”

      “She stayed at Rohan’s.” Four words and they stifle the air. “He texted me last night, so I wouldn’t worry about her not coming home.”

      Finally, Beibhinn turns to face me, a teasing smile tugging the corners of her lips. Her eyes narrow as her gaze roams over the hardened contours of my face. I knew Saoirse was with Rohan, but hearing it hits a little different. Immobilised by rage, I bite down on the inside of my cheek.

      “What’s the matter, Liamie?” Beibhinn smirks, her words dripping with sarcasm. “Is your big ego bruised?”

      Capturing the tip of my tongue between my teeth, I bite down, locking my jaw. Finally, when I cage my feelings, I ask, “Why are you so against the idea of Saoirse and me? You’ve been pushing her towards Rohan since she arrived.”

      Beibhinn rolls her eyes and places her hand on her hip. “I’m not against it … not entirely, anyway.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      “Look.” She drops her shoulders with a deep exhale. “The syndicate has been your sole focus for the longest. You’ve expressed repeatedly that you will do anything to earn a seat on the ‘adult side’”—she raises her hands in the air, punctuating the words with finger quotes—“of the table. But then, the long-lost heir rolls into town, and you’re all in with her.” She raises a brow, calling bullshit. “I like Saoirse, Liam. Being thrust into our lifestyle is enough for her to deal with. Forgive me if I don’t want you to use her as a pawn in whatever game you’re playing.”

      Even if she’s bordering on the truth, her words sting more than they should. But I play it off. “That’s not what I’m doing, Bev.”

      Disappointment lingers in her eyes, and then she turns back to her Defender and resumes packing up her things. Finally, after a long minute of silence, she peers over her shoulder. “If you’re not in it for the right reasons, Liam, leave the girl alone and let her figure out how to navigate a life she knows nothing about.”

      My throat constricts, but I manage a crooked reply. “And if I am?”

      Beibhinn’s eyes bore into mine. “Then, prove me wrong.”
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      Freshly showered and wearing a clean set of clothes, I sit with my fingers curled around a delicate porcelain teacup, the hot beverage warming my hands. Finally, I draw the piping-hot tea toward my lips. The steam fills my nose as I savour the sugary liquid sliding past my tongue. I don’t know what it is, but to every Irish person, a cuppa tea is the answer to all life’s problems.

      As I sip, Aodhán never takes his eyes off me, watching me as though any second now, I’m bound to break. The deafening silence pierces the air, both of us waiting for the other to proceed. Finally, when I can’t stand the sorrowful pity in his eyes, I rest my cup on the countertop, run my tongue along my bottom lip, and expel a heavy exhale out of my nose. My need for answers is far stronger than my need for avoidance. But if I’m to understand the life my mother unwillingly thrust me into, the people surrounding me had better shed some light.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, because I sure as shit am glad you turned up, but what are you doing here?” I ask, levelling Aodhán with a raised brow. “And for the love of my sanity, please don’t hit me with any of that cryptic bullshit your friend loves to dish out. I’m beyond the white lies and twisted mind games. Donnacha almost fucking killed me. That disgusting excuse for a human being assaulted me twice in twenty-four hours. I deserve some truths.”

      Aodhán leans back against the counter, his legs stretched out in front of him, crossed at the ankles, and his arms folded across his chest. If it weren’t for the tight knit of his brow or the twisted corners of his lips, I’d almost believe he was relaxed, but I guess that’s all part of his easy-going, unfazed demeanour.

      He stares at me for a moment, his teeth nibbling his lip as he contemplates how to proceed. A huffed breath flees his nostrils, accentuated by the dip of his shoulders. “Rohan phoned me early this morning. Said he had to take care of a few things after last night. He was stressing about you being here alone with everything that happened.”

      Resting my elbow on the countertop, I tuck my hand beneath my chin, nodding at him to continue.

      “He asked if I could drop in with some food and bring you some clothes. When I pulled up, I heard the gunshot. I was halfway up the stairs when Donnacha ploughed into me.”

      My brows narrow. With the injuries Donnacha had, Aodhán could have easily stopped him from taking off. My mind is reeling, and after everything that has happened, I’m questioning every move and the motive behind it.

      Trust is earned, not given freely.

      The words my mother wrote on the back of the photograph—the same words Rohan spoke in the closet on my first day of school—blast through my mind, echoing like a freight ship foghorn. “Why didn’t you stop him?”

      “Because getting to you was more important. I had to make sure you were okay.”

      His tone is sincere, and his eyes hold a genuineness I can’t ignore. I know I shouldn’t trust him blindly, and I don’t, but something about the unadulterated concern painted on his boyish face makes me believe he’s telling the truth. About his arrival, at least.

      My next question flees my mouth unfiltered. “Did Rohan tell you where he was going?”

      “No.” His tone is firm. Another truth. “And honestly, I didn’t ask. In case you haven’t noticed, Rohan isn’t very forthcoming.”

      “Well, that’s a fucking understatement,” I mutter. It’s no secret half of the time Rohan talks in riddles. His words hold a million different meanings and even more hidden messages. Every sentence that leaves his mouth is purposeful, and unfortunately for those around him, you never know what the purpose is until you’re headfirst in, trying to remain afloat.

      With nothing to lose, I probe Aodhán for more answers, pushing a little further. “Don’t you think it’s a little weird that every time he disappears, something bad happens to me?”

      “No, not really.” Aodhán pushes off the counter and plonks himself onto the stool across from me. He rests his forearms on the counter, exposing his chest. I’m not a body language expert, but his entire profile is open and relaxed. There is no sign of him hiding or concealing himself. As he speaks, I pay attention to the set of his lips, and the truth beaming from his eye contact. “Contrary to his recent actions, Donnacha isn’t stupid. He would never make a move if Rohan were around because he knows Rí is lethal. There would be no hesitation, Saoirse. He’d tear Donnacha apart, and D knows that.”

      My eyes narrow into slits as I work over his statement. “Why is that?”

      His face twists with confusion. “Why is what?”

      “Rohan. He’s eighteen years old. How is he so … lethal?”

      For the first time since we started talking, Aodhán’s shoulders stiffen, and even though it’s subtle, I notice a slight twitch in his left eye. If I had to guess, I’d say he’s pondering on how much information he should give me. I don’t back down, though. Raising my brow, I silently push him to continue. His tongue slides across his front teeth, and his eyes narrow. “How much do you know about the syndicate?”

      Lowering my eyes to my mug, I draw circles around the rim with the tip of my finger. “Rohan told me a little.” My gaze settles back to his, and I add, “Four families control the four provinces of Ireland, right? Reilly, Connelly, Murphy … and the Ryan families.”

      He nods.

      “But when my mother failed to complete her trials, the syndicate gave her place to Gabriel King. He was supposed to keep things running in the Leinster area until the next Ryan heir became of age. Which is … me?”

      “Correct. There are sixteen main families. The four head families—one for each province—and then each quarter has an additional three families that make up the syndicate council. There are other foot-soldier families involved, but the main sixteen have all the power. When one of the main families can’t fulfil a leadership role, they will vote one of the other families as a placeholder. That’s how Gabriel got your mam’s seat.”

      “So, the other families voted him in?”

      “Unfortunately, yes. From what I heard, it was a close vote between Oliver Devereux and Gabriel. But Gabriel is ruthless, and his name holds a lot of weight in the syndicate’s world.”

      “What has this got to do with Rohan being lethal?”

      “Nothing and everything.” He pauses, drawing his bottom lip between his teeth. “Being a syndicate heir comes with its own stipulations. Our training starts at about thirteen. We don’t get to be kids.” His eyes flick towards the countertop, and when they find mine again, they’re glazed with sadness. “Instead, we’re thrust into a world of men. We learn things that most children wouldn’t understand—fighting, guns, drug deals, sex. Nothing is off-limits. We aren’t normal eighteen-year-olds, Saoirse. This lifestyle has hardened us. We’ve become products of our environment.”

      His prominent Adam’s apple bobs with his deep swallow. “Rohan’s circumstances were different. Gabriel brought him into the fold far younger than the rest of us. His story is not mine to tell, but Rohan has never had it easy. While we were out enjoying the small ounce of youth we had, he was living in the shadows his father kept him in. He worked twice as hard as any of us, but no matter what he did, he could never come close to the expectations his dad placed on him.”

      For the first time since I arrived in Killybegs, I’m thankful to my mam for shielding my childhood from the shackles of the syndicate. And even though I’m completely ill-prepared for everything I am about to face, at least I had some semblance of a normal life. My heart aches for the young boy Rohan never got to be, that none of them got to be. Suddenly, the image of a drunk Rohan—lying on my bed—filters through my mind. That version of him was so different from the stone-faced guy he shows the world. There was a vulnerability to him that night, a need for affection. I didn’t know it then, but now I see it for what it was. A little boy craving love.

      “Rohan’s hatred for his dad fuelled him to be the best,” Aodhán continues, pulling me from the memory of that night. “That’s where Lorcan comes in. He saw something in Rohan that his father didn’t—a hunger to win, to be better than all the others. Maybe he saw a younger version of himself. I don’t know that much about Lorcan’s story, because, like Rohan, he keeps his cards close to his chest. But while the rest of us were training at the gym and gun range, Rohan spent all his time training alongside Lorcan. He taught Rohan everything he knows, and that’s why Rohan is so fucking lethal. He had the best mentor in the syndicate.”

      A deep, Northern brogue rumbles from behind me, sliding across my skin and leaving goose pimples in its wake. “Now, now, pup. Keep talkin’ like that and you’ll give a man a complex.”

      I don’t move, frozen to my chair as Aodhán peers over my shoulder at the intruder. That voice … I know that voice.

      “Hey, Boss Man,” Aodhán greets with a smile. Thankfully, he’s too busy sliding from his stool to notice my widened eyes. Boss Man, the nickname tumbles around my head, repeating over and over.

      Boss Man.

      Boss Man.

      Boss Man.

      That’s the same name Rohan used earlier when he was on the phone to— My heart pounds against my rib cage, and blood rushes to my ears, filling my eardrums with a thumping rhythm. I will myself to turn, to look at the man behind me … possibly the second half of my DNA. My limbs are shaking, but I force myself to rise from my chair and turn on my heel.

      Greeted by an impeccably fitted navy three-piece suit, covering a broad frame, the man before me is fecking huge. His large, tattooed hands tug his crisp white shirt cuffs as he floods the doorway with his large presence. Finally, my eyes lock on his face, and a gasp bubbles in the base of my throat. It’s been a few years since I last saw him, but there is no doubt about it. This suit-clad man is the same man who taught me how to swim, how to ride a bike, and how to fucking fish. I’ve met him many times before today—every summer at the cabin until I turned thirteen. “La-Lachie.” His name scratches my throat as it stutters from my open mouth.

      “Hello, doll. It’s been a dot in time.”

      Holy fucking shit! I’ve known my dad all along.
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