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ONE

 

 

“MISS… MISS…!”

Even over the music, Sersha McLeod heard him shout the first time. Not responding was a choice. Good sense. A defense mechanism. A woman sitting alone at a bar in such a busy nightclub was a target. Better a target at Stag than prey at home.

“Hey!”

The shouter appeared in front of her, forcing her attention away from her phone. Two of them, actually, dressed in black, a red stag head on each of their collars. So, right, not lubed partiers ready to hit on her, employees. And from their substantial build, she’d say more likely security than bar or maintenance staff.

“Yes, gentlemen?” she asked, taking a shot at a smile. She just wanted to be left alone. Apparently, that was too much to ask. “Is something wrong?”

Bars flanked tables and booths on the upper section of the split-level club. The one to the right of the entrance was her preference, her regular perch. Music blared from the furthest corners. Scores of bodies jumped and danced on the lower level. None escaped the pound of the bass.

“You’ve been invited upstairs!”

Upstairs? Better than the opposite. 

Licking her lips, she did a deliberately bad job of hiding her smile. At least she was polite enough to dip her chin and let her eyes flash up to his in coy flirtation. A rebuff always landed better with a little ego stroking. 

“Thank you,” she said, skimming her hand across the bar to touch the stem of her glass. “I appreciate the invitation…” The guys were too relaxed to know what would come next. In fact, the one behind took a semi sidestep, anticipating she’d rise from her stool. She wouldn’t. “But I decline.”

Guy One didn’t register. Guy Two did something of a double take before his colleague turned and they made eye contact. A shrug followed a bewildered blink. Was rejection really so unusual? Yes. The owner of this club would be used to getting his way.

Giving them a second to gather themselves, she picked up her martini glass to sip and moisten her throat. So much for Stag being a safe bet. Just what was it about her that drew the interest of these mob men? Was a little peace too much to ask?

“We, uh…” Huh, Guy One had lost his bluster. “You should really come with us. You want to come with us.”

“I don’t,” she said. “An invitation implies choice. I choose to refuse. I don’t want to meet your boss. I don’t want to talk to him. I don’t want anything to do with him.”

Maintaining her smile was another tactic. These kinds of guys, the hired muscle, they were used to conflict. Used to hostility. They would deal with defensive or angry using aggression and violence. 

No sirree, she did not want any part of that. 

Polite, disarming, unthreatening weren’t so much their purview. Keeping them confused was her only chance of escape.

“Oh… kay.”

Maybe they were new. Or maybe she really was the first to spurn a great McDade monolith. Okay, so she wasn’t. An earthquake had gone through the family not long ago when a McDade uncle and cousin were imprisoned. Somehow, the McDade empire emerged stronger and stretched further than it ever had. Even if it was lighter a few men at the top.

The goons once again shared a look. This time when one moved, the other followed and they shuffled off. Good. Peace. It wouldn’t last. No was not a word their boss would receive well. Inhaling, she blew out her breath slowly, absorbing the remnants of the social atmosphere. Safety was about to slip from her fingers.

As her shoulders dropped, she finished her drink and tucked her phone into her clutch. She needed to find a cab. Not as she liked to, amid the melee of a hundred other people forced out when the club closed in the early hours. No, alone, probably while some eager wannabe clubbers still lined up behind the red rope outside waiting for their chance to sink into Stag.

Sad that she’d have to say goodbye to such a beautiful place. The ceiling towered over the vast cavern. The other floors took up only a fraction of the footprint of the space. What was up there on the second floor? Was there a third? Hmm, it looked like it. No. Stop, Sersha. She didn’t want to know. She could hazard a guess, but that wouldn’t win her any friends.

Another thing she wasn’t great at. 

Stop being so cynical. Bitter, that was how her ex put it. Maybe he was right. Maybe the world jaded her. After seeing so many of the horrific things humans could do to each other, wasn’t skepticism inevitable?

What a life.

Slinking off her stool, there wasn’t much else to do but leave. Could be a no wouldn’t offend a McDade. Perhaps she would be able to come back tomorrow and the slight would slide on by.

Yeah. And pigs may fly over a frozen hell. 

If a McDade hadn’t extended the invite, she could be okay. Maybe it came from a captain or soldier rather than the don. The Irish families didn’t have the same structure as the Italians. Who else would have the authority to invite her upstairs? Stag was the domain of one man. The hub from which he conducted business. Not that she wanted details. No, one mafia family on her ass was enough. If a second got a whiff of her? Forgetaboutit, she’d start a war without victors.

Winding through the tables, the passage to the front entrance contained the coat check and admission booths. The regular Joes paid and got a ticket to run through a machine before even getting as far as the metal detectors. 

Beside those was the exit. Also known as the direct entry route for anyone who didn’t pay or go through a metal detector. The VIPs. A few feet inside, an enclosed staircase led… somewhere. The second floor. A mystery. Sometimes the curtains were closed over it, other times they tied the drapes back. Either way, two guards always flanked that ingress. No prizes for guessing who lorded over everyone from the elevated vantage point. 

Damn her curious nature. Staying out of trouble was supposed to be her goal. Why did she have to be so damn inquisitive? Mysteries existed to be solved. Unknowns supposed to become knowns. 

She didn’t know what was good for her. No, she did, she just cast that knowledge aside when it came to satisfying herself. Learning felt good. Being in the know was enticing. It aroused her. Yeah, okay, maybe that was a salacious way to put it but—

Someone stepped out of the shadow of the staircase into her path. She had no choice but to stop and hadn’t so much as looked up when he moved to let another man descend. A third. A fourth. They kept on coming… 

Oh, okay. Glancing left and right as the thugs encircled her, the message was clear. Rejection wasn’t an option. Was the asshole upstairs compensating for something, or did he believe a show of strength would loosen the elastic of her panties?

“I’m supposed to go up because he won’t go down,” she said to none of them in particular and sighed. Dropping her cheek closer to her shoulder, her eyes drifted to the side. “Nothing like a man who starts as he means to go on.” She set her sights on the closest guy. “Let me guess, he has something really important to tell me… or something really impressive to show me?” She shielded her mouth with the back of her hand to stage whisper, “Spoiler alert, unsolicited dick pics are never appreciated, online or in-person.” The two in front grabbed an arm each as the others moved forward, carrying her in a wave to the stairs, a lot of stairs, and upward. “Use your words, boys.”

It didn’t matter. They didn’t speak. Nothing good waited for her beyond the door above.


 

 

TWO

 

 

THE DOOR OPENED from inside. Thrust into muted warm lighting, she tossed her hair from her face to take in what she could. Curtain over the corner opposite the door. Vacant desk. The men pushed and prodded her to the center of the round black rug with its red stag head emblazoned in the middle.

“I’m going to guess he’s overcompensating,” she said. 

To the right, dull gold frames held together an arch of windows in the wall. Had they been there a while? Maybe. She didn’t know the history of the building and the distressed look was in. Could be nouveau vintage. 

The banker’s lamp on the huge wooden desk, covered in a scatter of papers, was unlit. Why was it so dark? What did he have against illumination? Light came from hidden recesses in the ceiling. And, most notably, from a stag head crest emblazoned on the wall behind the desk.

A snicker snuck around her lips as she looked back to the chesterfield nestled in the nook created between the stairway and window walls. 

“This guy has a mirror over his bed, doesn’t he?” she said. No one responded. Most of the soldiers were filtering out down the stairs again. “Is his bed shaped like a stag head too?”

Still nothing.

The curtain in the far corner moved and a guy appeared. More than six feet tall, well-built… Did she know him? No… Her eyes narrowed. The unknown guy looked back the way he’d come. Yep, the big reveal was on her horizon.

Two big, thick thugs stayed by the door to the stairs after it closed. Mr. Unknown held the curtain and stepped out the way as his compadre entered. 

Oh, yes. Connel “Ire” McDade. Exactly who she expected.

His short temper got him that nickname. Legend surrounded this guy… 

Six four, ripped, stubble on the square jaw. Hair black as the night, short at the sides, longer on top; somehow perfect despite looking only finger-combed… Slacks, jacked—uh, jacket, shirt, top three buttons undone. 

And the eyes… stories were told about them too. About how he enticed women and cut men down with that laser-precise gaze. From where she stood, they looked as dark as his hair… but, by all accounts, they were green… Hmm, who would tell her something like that? Maybe it was in one of the zillion police reports she’d read.

“Did I insult you?” he drawled.

Oh, shit, why hadn’t someone told her about the voice? How was it so deep? Thick like molasses, yet smooth like the wisp of satin between her thighs. Shit. Why did she go there? What did her panties have to do with anything?

“You were born on the island,” she said, tucking her purse under her arm. “I heard that about you.”

“Was I?” he asked, strolling toward his desk.

“Mm hmm,” she said. A whisper of an accent still tainted his Americanized tone. “You were raised there for your first five years or something. Your mom’s a native… was a native…”

Maybe reminding him of his mother’s death wasn’t a smart idea. 

Sinking into the seat, he relaxed with such easy repose, it was clear fear didn’t often visit him. “You didn’t answer my question.”

“Did you insult me?” she asked. “I don’t know. Who were you talking to and what did you say?” He didn’t so much as blink. Her head tipped toward the two guys by the door. “Your men are a reflection of you… and your values.” If a McDade had any of those. “You probably don’t hear it often, but sometimes no really does mean no.”

“You meant it?”

“I did,” she said, and twisted a shoulder in the guys’ direction again. “So if I could be excused…”

Like she was back in school or something. Men made the rules around there… Sometimes it felt like they made them up as they went along. Not that she could judge anyone for acting on impulse.

“You’ve been in my club every night for a month.”

“I didn’t know anyone was keeping track.” No one in that room anyway. “Have I hit my quota?”

“Why?”

“Why have I been in your club every night for a month?” she asked. His finger rose to his cheekbone, supporting his head with the elbow on the chair arm. The slightest movement of a nod confirmed her question. “Did I win a prize?” Each of the guys at the door and the third still by the curtain got her attention for a few seconds. “Don’t you want repeat customers? I don’t keep a tab. I pay cash every night.”

“Woman like you shouldn’t be carrying cash in this neighborhood.”

“In any neighborhood,” she said in agreement. “I have my reasons.”

“Tell me.”

Her next exhale was almost a laugh. “You’re kidding me, right? What do you care?”

“What do you have to hide?”

“I’m not hiding anything,” she said. “But I don’t owe you a damn thing.” Wow, okay, defensive wasn’t a good stance. She eased off the gas. “Look, if you don’t want me coming back, I won’t come back. This is an easy fix.”

And boy had she misinterpreted the invitation upstairs. Now she almost wished sex was his motive. Drawing the attention of the McDades, the suspicious of nefarious motives attention, was dangerous. No one would care who her daddy was before she was butchered and strung up. After, maybe, but what would she care? She’d be dead. Dead was never a good outcome.

“What’s your name?”

So cool… The aloof attitude didn’t bother her. Except it sort of did. Her lower back prickled in a really weird way. One she didn’t like. Her hips wanted to move in response to it, to sort of squirm against the vibration of his brogue in the air as it carried to her. It made her itchy and tense. Keep calm. Chill. Deep breath. 

Nausea tumbled low in her belly.

Answering his question could either free or kill her. Fifty-fifty odds weren’t the kind to play with in a room like this.

“Do you want me to leave?” she asked. 

“I want you to tell me why you visit here every night.”

“The music is good,” she said. “I enjoy being around people.”

As one corner of his mouth twitched, he licked his lips and turned his chair just a fraction to look at the guy by the curtain. 

“Lies easy.”

“They always do, Ire,” Curtain Guy said. 

Whoa, boy, Curtain Guy was Irish too. Not Americanized Irish like his boss, his accent was the full deal. How did people go about their business around that accent?

McDade rolled himself in at the desk. “Take her to the basement.” 

“Wait…” she said when the other three men started toward her. “The basement? I know about the basement…” She held up both hands, but the duo of goons grabbed her anyway. Curtain Guy walked around to nudge her toward the exit from behind. “About the people taken down there who are never seen again…” Fighting the grip on her arms, she tried to dig her heels in and resist Curtain Guy’s insistence. “About the things you do to people, the disfigurement… how you torture women for your sexual pleasure…” Dropping her weight, she yanked left to right, determined to get away from her assailants. On the threshold of the stairs, desperation freed the truth. “Vex! I’m here because of Evander Manzani!”

“Hold.” 

The brogue again. The guy at her back stepped aside and, although the grip of the two thugs stayed strong, they gave her enough leeway to twist and look at the boss behind the desk. 

She blew her hair from her face. “Evander Manzani…” Known as Vex on the street. Even saying his name tightened her chest. “I come here because he can’t get in. Him and his people. They can’t… get to me here.”

His head bobbed in a simple backward nod. The thugs let her go and McDade’s lazy hand moved in a single finger point toward the rug. She touched her cleavage and there was another subtle nod. Straightening her dress, she tried to be graceful about sweeping her purse from the floor in her return to her previous spot on the stag head.

“You want McDade protection,” he stated like it was fact.

“No,” she said, adamant in gesture and gaze. “I am absolutely not asking for McDade protection.” Because, for one thing, it came with a price. “This is not a serious… It’s stupid. It’s childish…” The slight descent of his brow sparked a frantic shot of fiery panic inside her. “No, not… Not you. You’re not…” Babbling? Was she babbling? What the hell was wrong with her? Inhaling, she held the breath and then let it go. “Look, Evander Manzani is a child. A thirty-four-year-old child. We have history. Ridiculous history. I’m the toy he never got to play with. That’s all this is. It is not a part of your war, a part of your… whatever. I got sick of them showing up at my place, sick of his stupid games. I came here because I was left alone.”

“You get hit on every night.”

Several times and it unnerved that someone on his crew noticed. “That I can deal with,” she said. “Evander Manzani is two bullets short of a full clip, okay? Something, someday, eventually, will make him snap. I may not be involved in his world, your world, but I know enough about it not to want any part of it. Right now, he thinks it’s a game. One day, he’ll get tired of that game.”

“And take what he wants?”

“Even he wouldn’t be that stupid,” she muttered, though sometimes wondered if arrogance outweighed good sense with him. 

Did Evander actually have any of the latter in the first place? Unlikely.

Salving her lower lip, her teeth found it as her eyes drifted to the view of the dance floor beyond the windows. 

“You don’t think your father would stop him?” Her focus flashed to Ire. “I’m flattered. You chose a McDade over your own kin… You lack integrity, trust, but your survival instinct is strong… it drives you.”

“I thought you didn’t know who I was.”

This time his smile was much more apparent though sly in a chilling, sinister way that brought those prickles back to her flesh.

“Did I say that, Miss McLeod?”

No. Now that he mentioned it, he hadn’t said that. “If you knew who I was, why did you ask? A test?”

“That you failed, cailín,” he said, rising to go to a decanter in the corner.

“Because I didn’t tell you my name? It’s Sersha, not Colleen.” 

Though the word did sound good rolling off his Irish tongue like that. Everything probably did.

He looked out over the club below. “Vex is obsessed with you. Has been for years.” Yes, though she got intermittent reprieves from his infatuation when something, or someone, else caught his eye. For some reason, it always came back to her. And this most recent fixation was more intense than usual. “Do you want it?”

“Do I want what?”

He poured three fingers of whatever was in the decanter. Whiskey of some kind, she’d bet. Irish, no doubt.

“His attention,” he said, replacing the stopper and lifting the glass. “Do you use it to your advantage?”

He sipped the liquor. Instead of returning to his seat, he passed the desk to come toward her.

“I don’t know what that means,” she said when he stopped less than a foot in front of her. “You think I’m playing with him? With this feud between your families?”

“Pieces have moved recently,” he said. “The board has changed.”

“I’ll say.” In more ways than one. “If you know who I am, who my father is, my grandfather, you know I’m aware of that.”

“I know who your brother is too.”

“Don’t do that,” she said, trying not to sneer at him as she shook her head. “Don’t threaten my family like you’re going to go out there and hurt them. If you wanted to hurt my brother, you’d have done it for a dozen other reasons, not because his sister sat at your bar a few nights.”

“Why did you come to me?” he asked. “Why come to the McDades before your own family?”

On a blink, she forced her eyes to his. “I didn’t come to you for protection, I already said that. If what I’ve heard about you is true, you’re no idiot. You know what happens if I tell my brother, if I tell my grandfather about Evander. They’re professionals and this is personal.”

And because she didn’t need them losing focus. She didn’t want them hurt or going after people who wouldn’t blink before pulling the trigger.

He sipped again. “Because you’re the toy Vex never got to play with,” he murmured. 

Was she staring? His eyes were green. A darker green than she’d ever seen. Was it real? Maybe not. Could be contacts. In the low light, it was difficult to tell. He raised the glass to her. Was he…? Was she supposed to…?

With heat enveloping the dizziness in her head, she needed an anchor, or, at minimum, some relief. Taking the glass, she drank, probably more than she should have. It burned all the way down, but at least the sensation concentrated her focus.

She didn’t see McDade turn his head until he spoke. 

“Hock and Snuff.”

The glass descended from her lips.

“Want Daly?” Curtain Guy asked.

“Yeah,” McDade said, taking the glass and returning to his desk. 

“Miss McLeod.” And now she was Miss McLeod? Respect? That was Curtain Guy, gesturing at her, holding an arm toward the door. “Come this way.”

McDade’s concentration was on his phone. Good. She wanted to be forgotten. Better forgotten than in the basement. Though, that could’ve been a good story… if she’d made it out alive. 

No, remember, one mafia family on her ass was enough.


 

 

THREE

 

 

THEY’RE STILL THERE.

Peeking through the living room blinds was supposed to put her mind at ease. They weren’t supposed to still be there. McDade’s thugs. Parked at the curb.

At being escorted from Stag the previous night, she’d expected the goons to toss her into the gutter. Instead, Curtain Guy poured her into the back of a decked-out Bentley with more expensive liquor in an apparently custom-made cubby.

She didn’t touch it. She tried not to touch anything. Her head was still spinning when the car stopped outside her building.

How had they known where she lived? What else did they know? Dwelling on paranoia wouldn’t end well. She went to bed sure the universe would’ve reset itself by morning.

Yet there she was, peeking out of her own blinds, looking at the car outside. Had they been there all night?

She had no choice except to go out. Steeple, her boss, was expecting her. Monday morning meant staff meeting. Steeple didn’t need to know anymore than her father or brother. Vex would get over it. He always did eventually, until the next time rolled around.

Locking her apartment, she went downstairs, holding her head high. By the time she opened the communal door, a guy was propped against the car, arms folded. Tall, cute, and smiling in a dangerous, “I could snap any second” kind of way.

“Miss McLeod,” he said, boosting off the front fender to open the rear door.

“What are you doing?” she asked, righting the strap of her purse on her arm. “Have you been out here all night?”

“No!” he said, smiling again. “The guys kept watch while I got some zees. You’re in good hands, Miss McLeod.”

“What is going on here?” she asked. “Are you stalking me?”

Like she didn’t have enough trouble with that.

His smile vanished and he slammed the door to advance on her, getting up close. She held her ground. She always held her ground.

“You’re under McDade protection, Miss McLeod. Me and my brothers are under orders to put ourselves between you and trouble. You keep that in mind. You’ve got the power to start a war. If you do, make sure it’s one we can win, else you’ll be the one paying for it too.” His smile was slow, then he backed off to open the door and gestured inside again. “Miss McLeod.”

Shit. Well, she wasn’t going to wrestle him in the street. It was a ride to work. If she kept her nose clean, everything would be fine.

Stepping forward, she put a hand on the top of the door and paused to look over it at him.

“What’s your name?”

“Daly,” he said. “You have nothing to worry about, Miss McLeod. We’re here to keep you safe.”

She got in and the door closed. Had she just leaped from the frying pan to the fire?

The drive to work wasn’t long. Tempting as the beckoning liquor was, it was maybe a little extreme to go into work lubed. Especially on a Monday morning. What would that mean for the rest of the week?

Daly was there to open her door before she’d even grabbed her purse. Was she living in a parallel universe? Suddenly she felt like a trophy wife on her way to the spa.

Daly closed the door behind her. 

When he turned, she was right there waiting. “Are you going to follow me everywhere?”

“Yeah,” he said without shame or apology.

“You don’t have to. I’m fine. There’s no reason to—”

“Miss McLeod, you can talk to me and my guys as much as you want, but you don’t give the orders.”

“What does that mean?”

“Means talk don’t mean nothing. Unless it comes from Ire.”

Ire… “That’s what they call Connel McDade,” she said, which was stupid because, of course, Daly knew that.

“Aye,” he said. “From the top to the bottom.”

“But he is the top,” she said. “Wasn’t his father murdered?”

“Coupla decades ago.”

“On the order of Ire’s uncle, right? Burl McDade?”

“Wanna know about the boss? Ask the boss,” he said and looked at the building next to them. “We going in?”

“I’m going in. You won’t get past security.”

A sinister light sprang to his eye. “Bet you lunch I will.”

And if she didn’t make sure of that, there could be a scene. This was her life now.

Security wasn’t exactly a high priority in the Collier Communications building. The Chronicler was just one of many CollCom divisions and subsidiaries housed in the Midwest HQ.

Far as she could tell, the guard by the front desk was more for show than anything else. Somewhere in the building was a security office; she’d seen their number in the directory. Despite the rent-a-cops, they got to the elevator and up to her floor without any issues. Great, this Daly guy was going to think she was full of it.

Even their usual guy, Paolo, wasn’t in his booth on their floor. Typical.

Thoughts of humiliation quickly disappeared when she saw the massive floral arrangement sticking up from behind the reception desk hutch.

Lucy leaped to her feet. “Sersha!”

“Morning,” she said, ignoring Daly loitering behind her. “What’s going on?”

The receptionist lifted the vase to the higher level of the desk. “For you!” She didn’t even take the card. “Your secret admirer… Again…! Aren’t you curious who it is?” She knew who it was, just didn’t reveal his identity to the masses. “It’s so exciting. He’s clearly mad about you.”

“He’s mad, I’ll give you that,” she said, stepping backward, right into Daly, so he got a sharp elbow in the ribs. “That’s for sure.”

“Do you want them on your desk?”

“Do I ever want them on my desk?”

Lucy’s light faded. “No… I don’t know why you’re not stoked about this. It’s so romantic.”

Not in her opinion. Sending flowers to her work was cliche. Bad movie material. Evander Manzani would never sweep her off her feet, that was for sure. But for any guy to have a chance, he’d need to do more than open an account with a florist. Talk about by rote. Flowers told her nothing about the man or sent any message that might entice her.

Romance wasn’t dead, it just looked different than it used to.

Most everyone was present when she got to Steeple’s office. The editor was easy-going; he trusted his people. She couldn’t remember the last time everyone under his purview made it to the Monday morning meeting. One or more of them was usually caught up in some story that diverted them from routine. Lucky their boss didn’t crack any whip given she was bringing criminals into their peace.

Trying to slip in without disturbing the flow of the meeting, Daly prevented her from closing the door by wedging himself in the space.

“What are you doing?” she hissed, fighting against the boot he had planted against the door. “You can’t come in here.”

“Ire tell me that?”

“Jesus,” she whispered, aware her colleagues would drink in every detail. “This is a room full of reporters. You can’t be in here. Discussions are confidential.”

Technically, all of Steeple’s reporters were investigative. Each tended to have a niche, but given the right story and enough faith, Steeple allowed a lot of latitude.

“Won’t I read it in the paper tomorrow?”

“No,” she said. “These meetings are private.”

Though her life was becoming more public by the second.

His ease cooled. “There are two ways to do this, Miss McLeod.”

And his expression said he’d be okay with the hard way too. So she wasn’t going to her meeting… but she would be going back to Stag that night. No way this could continue. Ire had to call his people off. They wouldn’t take the order from her, but they would from the man at the top.


 

 

FOUR

 

 

DALY DIDN’T ASK questions when she came down from her apartment in a hunter-green bateau-neck cocktail dress at eleven p.m. Much later than she would usually go to Stag. With the McDades on her curb, the Manzanis would hang back. She guessed anyway. Maybe after a month of her not being home, they’d given up. 

Though the flowers at the office suggested Evander wasn’t completely over it yet.

Daly opened the back door of the Bentley and closed it once she was inside.

Her day had been surreal. After skipping the meeting, she sat at her desk with Daly loitering nearby the whole time. That meant she couldn’t fill Steeple in about what the hell was going on even after the meeting was done. So she sent a vague email and put a story together using the police dailies and interviews by phone. Not her favorite way to do her job.

She shouldn’t be mad. The McDades were protecting her… weren’t they? It felt like control. Was a family like the McDades capable of altruism? No. Perhaps. They weren’t her area of expertise… yet. So much about them was myth and with what happened recently… Was it anger that churned up inside her? Maybe. But the questions were driving her crazy. She needed to know. She needed to ask. To get answers. Not knowing drove her nutty.

According to Daly’s tight lips, the only way she’d get answers was to go to the top. And that was exactly her intention. Not that she’d told her bodyguard.

No, she waited until they arrived at the club and he’d let her out of the car onto the sidewalk. It helped that he opened one arm to her and the other to the VIP entryway. No more lining up behind a rope. No more tickets or metal detectors. The zip of a thrill at her new status may have bedded deeper if it wasn’t for her determination.

Security stepped aside, and she went in. After a few feet, she stopped. At the curtain over the stairway. The two security guards didn’t move; they kind of peeked at her and then each other. Well, if she wasn’t always surprising McDade muscle.

“I want to see him.” Both guys in front looked over her head. Daly. She spun on the spot to address him. “I want to see him.”

“Alotta people do.”

“You told me Ire was the only way.”

For a second, he said nothing. Was he going to give? It wasn’t like she could fight her way past the hulks behind her. Daly gave the guards the nod.

When she turned again, security stepped aside to let her ascend the enclosed staircase. That it was only maybe four feet wide would’ve been fine if it wasn’t for the goons loitering at regular intervals, sucking in all the oxygen. 

Adrenaline crept in as her heart sped up and she climbed higher. With thirty or so stairs, this Ire really did lord over his empire. The door at the top of the stairs didn’t open for her as it had the previous night.

Without even thinking about what she wanted to say, she turned that handle and strode inside.

“I don’t know who the hell gave you permission—”

Three men in suits sat at the desk with Ire McDade. Obviously, he was in the position of power; solo, dominating his side of the desk. As for the trio opposite him? The two naked blonde women kissing and groping each other on the chesterfield distracted her from scrutinizing them.

Naked. The bare beauties caressed each other like lovers completely alone in their intimacy.

“Men,” the Irish overlord said, “you know Miss McLeod.”

It took a second to drag her focus back to Ire. The other guys were glancing back and forth. Frowning. All but one of them anyway.

That guy stared. Gawped. “Wait, she’s…”

“McLeod?”

“She’s the…”

“Police Superintendent’s daughter,” another of the guys said. 

That guy was familiar. In fact, she’d say they all were. 

“Said your piece?” Daly asked from behind her. 

So she hadn’t come up alone. The curtain in the corner moved and Curtain Guy appeared again, pausing when he noticed her. 

“Problem, Ire?” Curtain Guy asked. 

“No problem,” Ire replied. 

One guy at the desk laughed. “Shit, Ire, is there a family you don’t control with sex in this town?” He slapped a hand on the desk to push himself to his feet. “If you’d told us you were boning the old man’s youngest, we’d have shaken hands the minute we walked in.”

Ire stood as the man offered his hand. The others at the table followed.

“Stakes stay the same,” Ire said, shaking one hand, then the next. 

“Five percent,” another guy said, but her focus remained on the first. 

“You’re Sylvester Babcock,” she said, pointing at him. Daly took her shoulders to ease her aside. “You work on the City Council with my grandfather.”

The men approached. 

“I won’t tell if you won’t,” Babcock said and winked as he passed.

Winking? Since when did her grandfather’s friends get so sleazy? 

“Daly,” Ire said, and the hands left her shoulders. 

When she glanced back, her guard was filtering out after the posse of city officials. Older men in cheap suits, she should’ve figured them out sooner.

“Niall.”

Ire again.

“Aye?” Curtain Guy asked, also known as Niall apparently.

“Aye,” Ire replied.

What the hell was going on?

Niall clucked his tongue twice and the blondes disengaged to leap up and scurry to him. He took two capes from hooks by the door and handed them over as the women disappeared down the stairs. 

“Aye?” Niall asked again, looking only at the boss sauntering around the desk. 

“Aye,” Ire said once more.

Without another word, Niall went down the stairs, closing the door behind him.

They were alone. With all the coming and going, maybe she should’ve done the math sooner. 

They were alone.

Alone.

“What is that?” she asked, taking a single step. “What is aye?”

“Means yes.”

“I know what it means,” she said, almost sneering at him. “What were you saying yes to?”

“You came in with something on your mind, cailín,” he said, propping himself on the front of the desk, folding his arms.

“My name’s Sersha.”

“I know your name.”

“But you get it wrong… on purpose,” she said. “Why would you do that?”

“Never been one for following rules,” he said, leaving his perch to round it again, going to the decanter in the corner.

Yeah, but there were rules and there was rude. Why would a guy like him care either way? More to the point, why did she care so much? Because of the tingle at the base of her spine and the shiver across her shoulder blades. She liked it. Damn her, but she did. Liked the rumble of his words, how they vibrated and rasped her most sensitive spots without him so much as looking her way. 

This was a bad guy. Bad. Worse even than Evander Manzani. Evander still ran around with a gang of buddies, acting out while his father did the real work of the family. 

Ire McDade didn’t answer to a father. He was a law unto himself.

“Why were those guys here? The City Hall guys?” she asked. “That other one. Onslow. He works under the City Clerk.”

“Aye,” he said, turning as he raised the heavy crystal tumbler to his lips. “He does.”

“Why would you have them here?”

“Calm nerves.”

“Calm their nerves? Why would coming here to…” His dark eyes locked on hers, the glass stayed at his mouth, but he wasn’t drinking. “You wanted them to see me. You used me.”

“Like you used me.”

“I did not—”

“Why’d you come to this club every night for a month?”

“That wasn’t using you,” she said, marching onto the rug. “Your club is here. It’s open to the public. I’m the public. I didn’t ask anything of you—”

“Has my boy not looked after you all day?”

“No,” she asserted, approaching the desk to put her clutch down. “Your ‘boy’ has followed me everywhere all day. I was afraid to go to the restroom in case he followed me there too. I can’t do my job with him looking over my shoulder all the time.”

“You’re in one piece, are you?” he said, strolling closer.

“Why the hell do you do that? How are you just so calm and…? You can’t imprison a woman and not expect her to be upset.”

Licking his lips, he nodded in the door’s direction. “Walk out,” he said, mesmerizing her with his gaze. “You’re no one’s prisoner, cailín.”

“That’s not my name,” she said, heavy heat crowding her belly when he stopped in front of her. 

Her mouth watered. Something was wrong. It felt like ants were trailing up her spine to the back of her neck. The side of her leg touched the desk. Nothing was behind her, no trap, no fence or wall. Yet, as she slid along the hard edge of the solid desk, he moved with her like she’d asked for something. She hadn’t. Shouldn’t. Yet…

“Drink?” he said, offering the glass. 

The moment it was in her palm, he swept her hair from her shoulder. She tossed her head back to gulp the potent whiskey. Was she aware of him stooping over her? Maybe. Yes. She was. And didn’t resist or object. Curiosity won out. When his lips grazed the side of her neck, her eyelids sank. The contact was… so delicate, yet… There was power. She shouldn’t be drugged by it, shouldn’t let him take the empty glass from her hand to put it on the desk she boosted herself onto.

Damn, she’d done it. Of her own freewill, she parted her thighs to accept him between them. As she responded to the heat of his kiss on her jaw, she turned her head, his rose and then their mouths were…

Oh, God, he tasted like her, like them, the burning liquid flavored his tongue, intoxicating her as the liquor had. Except this drug was all natural. Biology. Of need. Of want. Of primal urge to… 

His palm skimmed under her skirt, up over her hip to the band of elastic resting there. It wasn’t right. She shouldn’t plant her hands on the desk behind her and raise her ass to let him slide her panties down her legs. 

Not only did she do exactly that, but when he stepped back, she kicked the silk away and snatched the back of his neck to yank his mouth to hers again, demanding its attention. She didn’t want to be without it. Not yet. Not now. Addicted to the heat of his forceful tongue, she needed to battle back, to push with the same strength, to give him the same assurance that seared her.

As she shoved the jacket from his shoulders, his hands went under her skirt to pull her ass to the edge of the desk, forcing her against the thick column of his own want. Shit. She wanted it. Wanted him. Clutching at the back of his head, she couldn’t have him close enough. Why hadn’t they done this the previous night? Why weren’t they doing this every damn minute of the day?

Tendrils of cool air on her spine proceeded the rasp of her dress zipper. With no warning, he slammed her down, knocking the wind out of her. The creep of his sly smile might have been sinister if it wasn’t for the glaze in his alight gaze. Whatever chemistry was at work between them, he was hooked too. 

In that second, it wasn’t possible to say no. Instinct moved her as he wanted her to move, under his spell, his control, his authority. Sliding the dress from her shoulders down to uncover her breasts, he was quick to snatch her hips and jerk her to the edge again. 

He bowed, unbuckling his belt, his lips finding hers as her legs wound around him. A mew of need escaped her throat. It was too fast and too slow. She wanted to be complete. That would only happen if he got his goddamn cock out his pants faster and—

“Ire!”

A masculine shout came from the corner. The man on top of her twisted and there was a shot. A gunshot. A scream. Whose scream?

Still panting, it took a second to register the anger on the profile of the man locked in the embrace of her legs.

“Shit, Dingo, what the fuck did you…?” 

That was a third voice. Niall, maybe.

“Get him the fuck out of here before I finish him,” the guy above her snarled, his accent thick.

The startling venom in those words brought her to her elbows. Dazed by endorphins, the view was almost unbelievable. Niall was there, with two others, picking up an unknown guy. Blood. There was blood all over the front of the stranger’s shirt. He was injured. Shot. Her mouth opened slow. Someone put a bullet in him, and Ire was the only man holding a gun.


 

 

FIVE

 

 

THE STARTLING CLUNK of a weapon hitting the desk came at the same time her legs were pushed down and her hand grabbed. They were moving. Where were they…? The bleeding guy and those helping him went down the stairs. Her playmate led her the other way, through the curtain in the corner into a small square hall. Stairs up and a door next to them.

Up was their route. Where were they going? What was…? At the top of the stairs, he doubled back, rounding the hip-high wall separating the stairs from the floor. It was a living room. Was it? 

She didn’t take much of it in before they passed through an open section in the wall. A bedroom. Oh, she knew what that was.

The gun in his other hand caught the light as he tossed it to the floor by the end of the low-profile bed. 

“You shot that guy,” she said as he took her waist to pull her in front of him, the bed at her back. “Why did you do that?”

“He interrupted,” he said, hooking an arm around her to drag her zipper down the rest of the way.

Her dress fell to the floor. “You shot him. That’s…” A complete overreaction? Alone in the shadowy space, it wouldn’t be wise to say that out loud. “You shot him in front of the Police Superintendent’s daughter.”

Probably not smart to remind him of that either.

“Aye,” he said, unbuttoning his shirt. “Now you have leverage.”

“Leverage…” 

When his shirt went so did her concerns. It wasn’t like she was a stranger to attractive men. Healthy, fit, muscular men who had to spend half their life at the gym to look that good. At least this guy had reason. In his line of work, it probably paid to be fit. Who knew when he might next be running or fighting for his life?

Sweeping the hair back from her shoulders, he didn’t ask before unhooking her bra and freeing her arms. “You’re a beauty, cailín.”

Drawn to the stag head silhouette tattooed high on his chest, just beneath his left clavicle, her fingertips rose to touch it. For a few seconds, she traced the shape. He didn’t linger and dipped to suck the side of her neck, piercing her with a pleasurable pain that took her right back to where they’d been. 

Snagging her hand, he guided it to his loose belt. He wanted this. She wanted this.

“This is a bad idea,” she said, loosening his fly. “We shouldn’t do this.” He squeezed her breast, tweaking the tip and massaging her with his palm while trailing his lips up to her jaw again. Though her mouth was tempted toward his, she found enough strength to lay a hand over that tattoo and push him back to meet his eye. “You’re dangerous.”

“Taste’s good, doesn’t it?” he murmured, seizing her hips to toss her to the middle of the bed.

She was naked. How did that happen? How did she get herself there? And, shit, he was right. Being with him tasted better than anything that had ever passed her lips. Stroking the black silk sheets, she watched him strip down and crawl onto the bed, continuing over her until she was flat on her back beneath him. 

“We have to use protection,” she said, her fingertips trailing down his torso. 

He reached for her ear. Like a magic trick, instead of a quarter, he produced a condom from nowhere. As his mouth sank onto hers again, her lips curled. She had to cut herself some slack. So what if she was attracted to him? He obviously returned the interest. Nothing wrong with two adult, consenting people—

Pain. Shit. He was trying to push into her. Relax. Fuck. On the next attempted advance, she gasped and shoved him back, digging her nails into his shoulder. The darkness in his eyes ensnared her. 

She panted through the ache. “I’ve heard about McDade men.”
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