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ONE

 

 

“SOUNDS GREAT, TOM. Tulip, what you got?”

Their editor, Steeple, had great relationships with his reporters. Monday morning meetings in his office highlighted that easy rapport every time. He could switch from one person to another and always trust whatever would come from their mouths. Everyone got a fair chance, support, acceptance. Man, she envied his security; his certainty and faith in those around him.

He had a wife, a home, somewhere safe to go back to every night. His life was together, balanced, mature… She needed a piece of that.

“It’s a little out of your wheelhouse,” Steeple said in response to whatever Tulip just said.

Young Tulip was sitting by the window on the arm of the couch, legs folded beneath her. “It’s been weeks and no one has an answer.”

The words of her colleagues passed her by. Where was her professional courtesy? Half a dozen people already took their turns and she hadn’t heard a word. As the meeting trundled along, she spaced out. Not that it was anything new. Why had she bothered to show up? These days she struggled to focus on anything. Her erratic lack of concentration didn’t have a cure. Not one in her control.

“Sersha’s your girl for that.”

Her head jerked up from her doodling; the heel of her hand dropped from beneath her chin. The others around the small conference table, and scattered throughout the room, zeroed in.

Steeple and Tulip held the most expectation.

Her attention darted back and forth between them. “I’m what?”

Tulip smiled. “Your work is amazing.”

“Thank you,” she said, then appealed to Steeple for direction. “What do—”

“The McDades.”

A shiver went through her.

Tulip spoke again. “No better guide.”

“What do you want to know?” she asked the nightlife reporter.

The audience made her nervous, but even alone, her guard would be high.

“To be honest, I worried about stepping on your toes, but I’d love any support you can offer. You are the expert.”

“I’m no McDade expert.”

“You were shadowing him for weeks and… nothing,” Tulip said, her discerning eye growing acute. “Right around the time the Doherty showed up.”

Him. Tulip wasn’t talking about the McDades, she was talking about Connel “Ire” McDade. Her McDade, in secret, once upon a time. Oh, shit, suddenly her chest hurt.

“Okay, folks, next Monday same time,” Steeple called and people rose. “You’ve got my number if you need me.” Reporters shuffled out. “Ser, Tulip, hang back.”

Like they were being pulled in front of the principal, they went to the desk and waited until everyone else departed.

Steeple laid his forearms on the desk, palms flat, looking at each of them in turn. “Tulip, you’re on this. We need this. So many have tried to get the story on why Razer McDade and his Doherty showed up in the city. No one can get close.”

In the past, or other circumstances, her arm would’ve shot into the air, waving and bouncing as she begged the teacher to call on her. She had answers. Insider information. And it didn’t matter one iota.

Her McDade knowledge never made The Chronicler’s pages and it never would. She’d never write it, never share it, him, them, with anyone. Except Strat, her forty-something source and BFF. Strat was the exception; nothing new there.

“We have to go in through Stag,” Tulip said, pulling a chair closer to the desk to sit down. “It’s the way in.”

“Others have tried it,” Steeple said.

Tulip disagreed. “No one from this paper.”

Once again, Sersha was Ms. Popular. “What?”

“Tonight,” Tulip said, leaping to her feet again. “I’ll grab a cab and come pick you up around eight?”

Words failed her. Mouthing nothing, she appealed to Steeple, but he just crooked an expectant brow. This was happening whether she wanted it to or not.

“You’ve gotta back her up,” Steeple said. “I can’t let her go in alone.”

Tulip wouldn’t get answers. Still, being present, she could ensure the woman stayed alive.

“Nothing happens in the club before ten,” she said on a sigh, retrieving her phone from her pocket. “I’ll text you my address.”

“Give us a minute, Tulip.”

Without question the woman followed their boss’s request.

“You need to be honest with me now,” he said the moment the door was in the frame. “If the McDades threatened you—”

“They didn’t threaten me.”

“You dropped the McDade story so fast, and flipped back to the Manzanis, I don’t know what to think. It’s understandable if the attack knocked your confidence. The paper will cover whatever therapy or rehab you need. Is that what it is? The attack? Because you’ve been back on the horse, running at full steam recently. I thought you were doing good. But if Tulip’s walking into danger—”

“There were no threats. Are no threats.”

“I don’t want you banged up again.”

“That wasn’t the McDades either. And, by the way, just for the record, you didn’t care about me walking into Stag alone. You didn’t send me with backup.”

“I didn’t know you were going to Stag until after it was a done deal.” Good point. “And given your family connections, anyone would be crazy to screw with you.” Something they all thought before her attack. “You’ve also grown up aware of the dangers these families pose. And you know some of the players involved.” Evander “Vex” Manzani anyway. “Tulip is enthusiastic and motivated. She’s wanted something to sink her teeth into for a while. No offense, but you kind of handed her the opening.” Her mouth opened in outrage as she folded her arms. “Everyone expected you to pick up the story of Razer McDade appearing at his cousin’s door. It’s the biggest story we’ve had in this arena, in this city, for months. People are hungry to know. Instead, that seemed to be the catalyst for you to cut ties. You’ve had time to take the story on your own and chose not to do that.”

Anyone else would want to get into the nitty gritty of it. She, in contrast, avoided the subject and the family. For reasons. Her reasons. Reasons that couldn’t be shared.

“Look…” Steeple continued, “if you really don’t want to do it, I won’t force you. But if anything happens to Tulip out there on her own—”

“It’s on me, right?”

He shrugged. Connel wouldn’t hurt Tulip just for showing up. But if she asked the wrong question in earshot of certain parties… Hell, if she got herself cornered by some asshole, it could mean big trouble.

“Have you spoken to him?”

She snapped from her mind’s meandering. “Have I spoken to who?”

“Helios Manzani.” Shit. That wasn’t the man on her mind. Not even close. “You’re still trying to engage with him, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, it’s a process. It’s taking more time than I’d like. We’re writing, but he won’t agree to a call or visit yet.”

“Then this is ideal. Something to keep you busy while you work the other story.”

Yeah, ideal… providing Connel, or any of his men, didn’t see her. If they did, how did she explain showing up at Stag unannounced after all these weeks?
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“YOU LOOK GREAT,” Tulip said when she got in the cab.

Anticipatory energy buzzed around her. The woman was psyched liked this was a slam dunk. Nothing was guaranteed. Experience taught her that. Tulip may only be a couple of years younger than her, but her aura suggested a lack of awareness.

“What do you know about the McDade family?”

“What everyone knows. What’s been in the news. I searched our archives too.” The Chronicler had newspapers in many major cities around the country. “You were attacked.”

Right. Sure. That had to be the first thing that came up. 

“That’s not the beginning of the McDade story. There’s background.”

“That you never revealed to anyone. You gave the cops minimal information and your father’s Police Superintendent. You gave no media interviews, no quote, even to your own paper.”

Shifting in her seat, she took a better look at the younger woman. Maybe she wasn’t as innocent as it first appeared.

Tulip smiled like there was much more beneath her benign exterior and took a deep breath. “Errol McDade, father to Clancy, Burl, and Amos. Burl had four sons, Biz, Score, Razer, and Play. Score spent a decade on death row after being set up by Biz, who wanted him out of the picture. When this was discovered, Score was liberated. But he’s known for settling scores, hence his nickname. He left prison, relocated to Miami and opened a nightclub. From there, he started working with the feds, gathering information on his father and older brother, Biz. His testimony put both of them in prison. He gave no incriminating evidence against Razer or Play, who stayed silent during the trial. They moved to Miami to be near Score and his now wife Shyla. The three brothers have been living there happily; Score has a kid and a second on the way.”

“So you know a lot about the McDades who aren’t here?”

That part of the McDade family had been the one most publicized in recent years.

“That’s the thing,” Tulip said, her excitement returning. “Razer is here. He came here with his wife Whisper Doherty. She’s basically the only surviving member of the Doherty family. They were the East Coast McDades’ greatest rivals. That’s a whole other story in itself.”

“One we don’t have time for,” Sersha said. “I need to know that you understand what you’re walking into before we get to this club. You can’t ask direct questions. You can’t be excited or get in anyone’s face. We’re two women going to the bar for a drink, that’s it.”

“Why would we choose Stag?”

“Because it’s safe… and dangerous at the same time.” Anxiety niggled. How many people might recognize her? How long would word of her presence take to creep up the tree? Only a few weeks ago, she’d been there every day… and in their boss’s bed. “I’m your back up, your support, not an active player.”

Interest furrowed Tulip’s brow. “You’re nervous. Reluctant. Steeple said your McDade investigation went nowhere, but word around the office is it ended abruptly. No one really knew why… Straight after Razer and Whisper showed up. What’s going on? What’s happening in that family? Why did Nicole McDade, Biz’s wife, come with them? Why is she even still a part of the equation? Her husband’s in prison. For all intents and purposes, Score put him there. Score and Razer are close, I don’t understand how Nicole fits in.”

“And that’s what you hope to do?” she asked. “Fit Nicole in? You won’t learn about their intentions in Stag.”

“Tell me how to do it? What better way is there?”

In truth, Stag was as good a place as any to begin. If someone wanted information, rumors, gossip, they had to be near the source. Tulip wouldn’t get answers ambushing Whisper or Razer directly. That would put her on the enemy list; people on that list never got cooperation.

“We just have to be careful,” Sersha said. “One wrong move, one wrong word, and things will get serious fast.”

“Are you afraid of them? Your brother’s a cop. If you want him to join us—”

“If Lach was with us, we wouldn’t get in,” she said, unsure if they would anyway. 

Connel’s mood was volatile. The slightest thing could set him off. If he blacklisted someone, that was it… Until he appeared in that someone’s apartment in the middle of the night to change the rules… in her case anyway.

Was she bitter? Pissed? Maybe. She went through cycles of being angry at him, aching for him, crying, cursing, missing him. That last one never really went away. Sometimes she wasn’t mad at him, it was herself. Why couldn’t she just let him go? Let them go? It’s over, deal with it, move on. To whom? Who could possibly follow a man like Connel McDade? Memories tormented her.

The loft. The club. She dreamed of being in his office with him. Still on waking she’d reach for him or grab her phone, but she couldn’t contact him.

Communicating would be unfair on them both. And what would be the point of trying? Either he embraced her return and they wound up back where they ended last time, or he shunned her and she’d have to experience losing him all over again.

They rounded the corner and there it was: Stag.

No backing out now. They stopped behind a cab already there. Tulip slid to the front of the seat, hand dipping into her purse.

“No,” Sersha said, opening an app on her phone. “This is going on company expenses.”

She held her phone to the cab driver’s machine and then someone opened the door.

Hock. Shit. One of the guys tasked with protecting her when Connel’s bodyguards fleshed out her entourage. They made eye contact as she got out but said nothing. Tulip didn’t seem to notice the exchange. Ignoring the line of people behind the rope, Hock led them to the VIP entrance, on the other side of the regular access with its guards and metal detectors.

“Look at this…” Tulip leaned in to mutter, looping her fingers around her wrist. “VIP treatment.”

She didn’t recognize the bouncers when they moved aside for Hock. Though she spent little time ogling them. Connel rotated his guys regularly, so they’d know every inch of the operation and real estate, and always be on guard. Complacency was dangerous.

Hock moved aside, stopping at the bottom of the stairs shielded by security. Panic hit for a second, did he expect her to go up there?

He winked and side-nodded, indicating they should keep going.

Relief.

Though, yeah, that only lasted a few feet. Then they reached the coat check. A line of people waited for that too, but she glimpsed the counter…

Connel fucked her on that counter… while a bunch of his men listened. The things he’d said… the pleasure he gave…

The curve of her lips was involuntary. Lowering her chin, she tried to hide her reaction to the memory. The shadows of the wide hallway helped with that. Bass from the club drew them closer.

The vast bar and seating area with tables and booths was slightly raised over the dance floor, with the DJ booth in the furthest corner. Somehow the acoustics meant the music filled the space, yet semi-conversation was still possible in that area.

Tulip headed for the bar, but she stalled. Scanning the space, she breathed in the air. The spiral stairs to the apartment stood steeped in darkness. Someone would be there, blocking the route. Would she be granted access? What about the office? Would she get in there?

“What’s wrong?” Tulip asked, at her side again. “What do you see?”

“Nothing,” she said, holding Tulip’s hand to guide her across the room toward the bar. “What do you drink?”

“Where are the restrooms?” Tulip asked as they sat on adjacent stools.

“You need the restroom already?”

“I like to get a lay of the land.”

“There’s some by the hallway we just came through and others in the back corner.”

She twisted to point across the space at both options. Better to gesture than say something that might pique Tulip’s curiosity again. When she turned back, there was a drink in front of her. On an exhale, her shoulders dropped. Biggs was there, right there, waiting.

“What do you drink?” he asked Tulip.

Her colleague didn’t miss that she’d been served already.

“Safe Harbor,” Tulip said, and Biggs went off to mix it. “It’s time to spill…” She put her purse on the bar. “You’re a big deal around here?”

“I wouldn’t say that,” she said. “I spent some time here.”

“And they remember you?”

“The reporter? Yeah.”

“Good point. They’d have to watch themselves around you. Make sure they didn’t do or say anything that could end up in print… or whispered in your father’s ear.”

She sipped her drink, her eyes traveling to the wall that held up the back of the bar. Behind there, also guarded, was a hidden door. A door that led to stairs. To the basement.

The things she’d done down there… She’d witnessed…

Biggs brought Tulip’s drink. “Need anything else?” he asked. She shook her head. “I’m going on break. I’ll be back in fifteen.”

She smiled at him but was distracted by Tulip raising her glass.

“Sláinte,” she said.

They both drank.

“You must have learned something,” Tulip said. “About the family, how they work… Something about who they are.”

“It’s subjective,” she said, turning her glass by its base. “Like so much of what we do.”

“Did you meet Whisper and Razer?”

“Yes,” she said.

In the absence of certainty, she erred on the side of honesty. Who knew what someone else might tell Tulip or what she already knew?

“What are they like?”

“We didn’t hang out. We weren’t buddies. Like you said I—”

“Oh, my God.” Tulip leaped off her stool. “I just saw her. Whisper Doherty. She’s headed for the ladies’ room.”

Before she’d even finished the sentence, Tulip was off the stool, rocketing across the room.

Whisper using the public restroom while the club was in full swing seemed unlikely.

The alone time gave her a chance to absorb the ambiance. Not so long ago, Stag meant safety. Sanctuary. Now being in there, after crossing the threshold and not bringing the roof down on her head, she was beginning to relax.

“Who tipped you off, High Class?”

Someone slid onto Tulip’s stool. Not Tulip, the woman she was pursuing. Damn the Doherty was smart.
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“WHISPER,” Sersha said. “It’s good to see you again.”

“That’s not an answer to my question,” Whisper said. “Who was it?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, twisting her stool toward the Doherty, checking out the room behind her. “But I do know the woman I came with will be back any minute. She wants to know why you and your husband are here. In town.”

“And you brought her here?”

“Coming here was not my idea. It was hers. You could say I’m here under duress because my boss ordered me to back her up.”

“Because he thinks you know the McDades,” Whisper said, assessing her. “Ire’s on a kick—”

“I don’t want to know,” she said, returning to her drink. “You should walk away before—”

“Your friend won’t get out of the bathroom until I want her to get out of there.” Whisper’s smug smile held a power only a mob daughter could own. “The guys aren’t here. Ire’s on a rampage. Raze is doing what he can. Though, if you ask me, there are certain things he enjoys a little too much for a guy who’s supposed to be retired from the game.”

“I don’t know what that means, Raze is doing what he can?”

“You fucked your guy up good. My guy, he’s changed… kinda,” Whisper said, picking up Tulip’s drink to sip it and scowl before pushing it away. “Some might say it happened years ago. Most of the time, that’s the side of him people see. The world sees.”

“What are you trying to tell me?”

Everything pleasant or positive was gone from Whisper when her eyes cut around. “My husband isn’t squeamish about doing what needs to be done.”

“Neither are you.”

“Are you?”

“Hey, gorgeous ladies…” 

The drawl of a half-drunk playboy was familiar, as was the arm that slid around her waist. Asshole. Of all the women at the bar—

Whisper pounced fast, up to a crouch on her stool. The guy was slammed down on the bar so hard, she jumped off her seat on reflex.

But there was Whisper, a knee between the guy’s shoulder blades, twisting his arm up his back, holding a knife to his throat. Honestly, it happened that fast. Boom, Whisper had control.

“You want to say that to me again,” Whisper snarled. “Creeping up on a woman has consequences.”

Security rushed over, but her hand rose a few inches from her side, signaling them to stop. Whisper Doherty did not need any help when it came to lecherous guys taking a chance.

“I didn’t—I—”

The bead of blood at the point of Whisper’s knife grew larger. The woman was tiny but didn’t let that stop her. Perched half on the stool, the beauty knew how to stand up for herself. Dohertys, like McDades, learned that early.

“What do you say to my friend?” Whisper asked. “Speak!”

As more people noticed the scene, they stopped to gawp. Being transfixed herself, she couldn’t blame them.

“S—sorry?” the guy stuttered.

Renewed pressure on the blade brought more blood. “Was that a question?”

“No. No! I’m sorry!”

Biggs appeared on the other side of the bar. Whisper nodded at him, so he grabbed the guy’s arm to hold him in place while Whisper dismounted like a pro and sheathed the knife under her dress against her thigh.

Whisper smiled, even as she turned back to address the assailant…? Victim? Predator? Which was he? “And you’re welcome by the way, jerkoff,” the Doherty said as security hauled him up. “If my husband was here, you’d never walk again.” She winced. “Or have children.” Whisper whirled to face her. “Let’s go upstairs, High Class. You see what happens when you mix with the masses?”

Whisper came over to loop their arms together and start across the room.

“My colleague—”

“Will be taken care of.”

That was a daunting, and somewhat terrifying, prospect. “You don’t mean… McDade taken care of… do you?”

“No,” Whisper scoffed. “I’m a Doherty.”

The guys guarding the stairs moved without blinking, allowing them to pass. Okay, so she was with Whisper. Anyone who’d seen, or heard, what just happened in the club likely wouldn’t get in her way. God knew what else the woman had done since her arrival in town.

Whisper led her into the office like it was no big deal. Oh, it was a big deal. For her.

Their arms broke apart as the Doherty ventured toward the desk. “He’s a bear,” Whisper called back from the decanter in the corner. “Your guy.”

“I don’t have a guy,” she murmured, absorbing mental flashes of memory assaulting her from every direction. 

They’d had sex on the desk, against the McDade emblem on the wall, right there in the middle of the rug too. Connel shot a guy not far from where she stood for interrupting their intimacy. He’d watched her with Dasha and Darla on that couch. Touched her—

“Ire will like that you don’t have another guy,” Whisper said, turning and raising her glass before drinking. “No, actually, maybe not. He’s on a violent spree. Maybe he’d like tossing some of your love interests in the mix, just to keep things interesting.” With a sort of exhaled laugh, she beckoned her over. “Shit, come in. I didn’t think you’d need an invitation.”

“I shouldn’t be up here,” she said. “I’m not supposed to—”

“Look, you’re here and it’s not for him… apparently.” Did Whisper think otherwise? “Come, sit down, we should talk.”

Curiosity drew her forward. “About?”

“The family,” Whisper said. “You haven’t switched allegiance, have you?”

“No!” she said, offended, then faltered. “Connel doesn’t want me involved.”

Whisper finished the whiskey and put the glass back on the table in the far corner. “Maybe, maybe not.” She crossed to sit on the couch. “But I think we can help each other out.”

Yes, she was intrigued, no denying that. By what? Connel? Her interest in the family? The investigative nature of her job? Any or all those reasons may be guilty of luring her to sit on the couch by Whisper. 

“Help each other with what?”

“Ire’s on a kick.”

“You said that already.”

“He wants the city. McDades have taken over ninety percent of Gambatto territory. And this Harvest deal, what he’s got going on at City Hall, it’s gone to his head. This isn’t going to keep the peace. He won’t stop at Harvest; he wants to keep going. To push deeper into Manzani territory.”

“Does Evander know that?” she asked, turning on Whisper’s suspicion. “I mean…” She slipped off her shoes to tuck her feet under her. “If Evander Manzani wants his own cut, if he wants to cut his father out, at some point, he intends to take over Manzani territory.”

Whisper relaxed. “Which puts him at odds with Ire.” Sersha shrugged in agreement. “I don’t think Vex is stable.”

Vex was what they called the youngest Manzani son, Evander, on the street. 

“I know he’s not,” she said.

“He’s obsessed with you? That’s what I heard.”

“It comes and goes. Sometimes he’s everywhere, then he’ll get distracted by something else. He loops back eventually… or he used to.”

“Maybe his arrangement with Ire changed that? You think our boy nixed it?”

“I don’t think anyone has that power over Evander. He’s challenging his own father, for goodness’ sake.”

“True dat,” Whisper said, head bobbing in a nod. “A guy without limits is… dangerous.” A phone on the desk buzzed. “Damnit.” Whisper got up to go check it and groaned. “God, people are idiots…” She marched toward the door. “Stay here. I’ll be back.” The moment she opened the door, some guy tumbled in, like he’d been leaning against it. Unimpressed, Whisper looked at her, blank. “Idiots. We’re surrounded by idiots.”

Whisper stepped over the guy and went out. It took him a minute to get back to his feet. It was funny. Stupid funny. Until the guy closed the door with him still on the inside. Okay, so she was being watched? It wasn’t like she wanted to hang out in Connel’s office alone. Someone obviously didn’t believe that. Was it a trick? Was Whisper setting her up to see what she’d do? Except her memory was just fine. Even without the guy’s presence, she’d have been vigilant of being recorded. 

Tossing her purse on the other end of the couch, she got up. 

“Stay on the couch,” the guy said. 

She blinked at him. “Excuse me?”

“I told you to sit your ass down,” he said, marching closer. 

“I don’t think so.” She knew better than to be in the corner against a guy like that. “All I want is a drink.”

She got two steps when he grabbed her arm to throw her down on the couch.

She’d never been afraid in that room and wasn’t about to break the trend. Getting to her feet, she didn’t care if he read her defiance as a challenge.

“You think I’ve never met a bully before?” she asked. “If a woman says she wants a drink, it’s polite to let her get it… or you could fetch it for me.”

“I’m not your bitch,” he snarled, getting in her face.

Her smile mocked him. “No, you’re Ire’s.”

She swerved around him and was quick enough to get further than before. Ha! Next time he snatched her arm, she was ready and braced enough to struggle.

“Let go of me!”

“You heard her.”

The Irish lilt in that American voice froze the moment. For a beat, she waited, then the thug turned toward it, showing her its origin.

Ire.
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CONNEL MCDADE. 

“Get out of the city. Tonight,” he growled. “I hear you’re here at sunrise, you’ll never see the moon again.”

The thug glanced at her, and she arched a brow. Okay, maybe she hadn’t expected Connel to be so blunt, but… No, actually, blunt was exactly his style.

The fingers loosened from her arm and the jerk stalked off, leaving fast. Smart. Connel wasn’t always so charitable. He slammed the door behind the guy. The asshole should be thrilled he got out clean.

A mercy she wasn’t granted.

The flutter of her heart lightened. Her breathing slowed, but her heart wouldn’t still. They hadn’t been alone since…

“What do you need?” he asked, his voice little more than a growl.

What did she need? Was that why she’d come? What he thought? That she’d show up and use him for her selfish desire?

Why that word? Why did her stupid mind conjure that word? 

The same reason she was reassessing her own motives. Why had she come there? For Tulip? For Steeple?

Not if the stirring low in her belly was an indication. It dipped lower, warming her pussy, exactly what shouldn’t be happening.

“Conn,” she whispered.

She hadn’t meant to. Not like that. 

The darkness in his eye glinted the moment the breathy word hit him.

His feet moved while hers were frozen, locked to the red stag head in the middle of the otherwise black rug beneath her.

He stopped, less than a foot in front of her. Them. Together. Alone. Forbidden.

“What do you need?” he asked again.

The bass of his tone rippled through her. The unstable earth lurched beneath her feet. She wobbled, swaying forward until her face rested on his chest. Her eyes sank shut. Taking liberties wasn’t usually her style but it was Connel. Restrictions didn’t exist between them, or they hadn’t not so long ago.

The weight of his hand on the back of her head anchored her. For the first time in weeks, she felt focused, safe, valued. With him, in that minute, her existence made sense. This was it. The reason she walked the world was to be touched by him.

One palm was joined by the other and they arced down to cradle the sides of her head. The pads of his thumbs pressured beneath the slope of her jaw, tipping her head back.

She didn’t fight it or open her eyes; the press of his mouth gave her salvation.

It was a dream. Like every dream she’d had since they’d last been together.

The circle of tension slung low on her hips weighted the arousal tickling her intimate corners.

Using his hold on her head, he directed her body while slanting her mouth, walking her backward until she hit the desk. Their desk. Boosting up onto it, she moaned around the mass of his tongue plundering deeper, harder, demanding her surrender.

His name was in her throat, but she couldn’t free it, not while her need for him throbbed throughout her. Sliding her shins up his legs, she coiled them around his hips, using him to pull their bodies together, forcing the solid evidence of his own need against her as the angle between her spine and the desk narrowed. Had he struggled as bad as her? Missed her? Could she believe it?

Seeking his shirt buttons, she unfastened them, desperate to feel him, to lay her hands on him—

“Ire—”

His hand moved, somehow, she anticipated it and slapped the lid of the cigar box shut before he could draw the weapon within.

Their eyes met.

Connel.

Shit.

He cursed and thrust away from her to spin on the guy who’d come in. “What the fuck do you want?”

Whisper appeared behind the stuttering guy. “Cops are here,” she said, shoving the guy aside. “A lot of them.”

Connel turned to her as she sat up on the desk. “Cops?”

“And her brother’s at the head of the pack.”

Niall’s voice she recognized, but she couldn’t take her eyes from Connel’s.

“Upstairs,” he said.

“He can’t—”

“He won’t,” Connel said, buttoning his shirt. “Go.”

She ran past him to grab her purse from the couch and turned on her heels to hurry through the curtain onto the stairs. Already there was movement in the office.

“Ire…” Lachlan said on the other side of her fabric shield. “You having a party in here?”

“Everyone out,” Connel commanded.

More movement and the office door closed. She’d sat there before. On those stairs. Listening to Connel talk with her brother.

“What do you want?” Connel asked.

“To look around… That’s not a problem, right?”

“No,” Connel said. “Providing you have a warrant.”

“A warrant? Thought you were open to the public.”

“If you and your people want to enjoy Stag as patrons, you’ll be extended every courtesy. First drink’s on the house.”

“That’s not what I call good customer service,” Lachlan said. “We want the full tour. To experience Stag behind the scenes. Nice shoes. What are they? A five-inch heel?” Her attention dropped to her bare feet. Shit. Her shoes were out there. How did she forget that? “Missing one of your diamonds.”

There were rhinestones on the back seam of the shoe. Apparently one less than there should be.

“That what you’re looking for, McLeod?” Connel asked. “Shoes?”

“No. Not shoes.”

“You ask to search a place, usually means you’re looking for something… or are you targeting me for a different reason?”

“Like what?”

“You tell me.”

Her heart raced. Part of her wanted to knock their heads together, another part desperately wanted it to be over. Walk out the door, Lachlan. Leave. Don’t push it. If he did, he could end up finding something he wouldn’t want to find at all: his sister.

“What do you think we—”

Her phone buzzed. Shit. No way they hadn’t heard the sound. Despite being on silent, the vibration was way louder than she’d ever heard it. Adrenaline shook her whole body.

“What are you hiding, McDade?” her brother asked, more intrigued than before. “Got anything you want to share?”

“Only the way out, Detective.” 

“You know, we could be allies.”

“You know, we could,” Connel said, surprising her. No doubt her brother too. “If you chose a different profession.”

She almost rolled her eyes. He didn’t need to be antagonistic. Though Lachlan had shown up unannounced to ambush him… maybe antagonistic wasn’t so out of line.

“You’re—” This time a phone rang from the other side of the curtain. “Excuse me.” Lachlan’s, obviously, but he didn’t go anywhere. “Henry…” Her head rose, that was her grandfather’s name. The men in her family often used each other’s first names. Henry, Ronald, Lachlan, she wasn’t part of that club. “Yeah, that’s right…” her brother said. “Understood.”

“Wrong address?” Connel asked, a smirk in his tone.

“Family business.”

“If I can be of any help…” 

She smiled at Connel’s offer. Yeah, it sounded sort of insincere, but she knew different.

“Yeah, right. You care about my family? Did you care when my sister was left for dead for your family?” Her hand flattened on the wall as her butt rose a few inches from the stair. Damn. Did Lachlan have to take it there? “I asked you a question.”

It wasn’t like her brother to be hostile or for Connel not to have an immediate comeback.

“I did,” he said through audibly gritted teeth. “And I made sure it would never happen again.”

“Really? ‘Cause what I saw was her getting hurt on your watch in your neighborhood. Who runs things around these parts? If I find out you were behind it…”

She bit her lip. If they came to blows… Lachlan never started the fight, he was always calm and levelheaded. Connel she’d expect to be more volatile, more aggressive.

“As I said, it will never happen again.”

“My sister doesn’t always think things through. Sometimes I forget how smart she is… Then she goes and cuts ties with all things McDade and I remember why she excelled at college.”

Her lips moved in silent murmuring of her brother’s name. He had to stop or she’d be the one losing her cool. Maybe listening in wasn’t such a good idea.

“She is smart,” Connel said. The swagger in his intonation set her on edge. “And beautiful.”

She sat back on an exhale. Great. This was going just swell.

Lachlan was snide enough to laugh. “You fucking wish, asshole.”

“McLeod,” a third voice.

About damn time. There was movement and mumbles. 

“Guess we’ll see you next time,” her brother said a few seconds later.

“We’re not going anywhere,” Connel said.

Footsteps and then the office door closed. 
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SERSHA DIDN’T MOVE. If Connel wanted her to join him in the office, he’d call for her. He’d done that before. If he needed a minute or was pissed at her, rushing him wouldn’t help. There was always the chance he’d throw her out. That he didn’t want to see her. 

If enough cops joined Lachlan’s venture, it would take time to put space between them and the club. She wouldn’t overlook the chance they’d loiter nearby and watch the place for a while. Not that Connel would be dumb enough to immediately trot out whatever evidence they’d been looking for. Leaving too quickly could walk her straight into their ranks. Explaining her solitary presence to Lachlan could prove difficult.

As she rolled her lips into her mouth, the curtain moved and there he was, in the shadow at the foot of the stairs. 

“You know that was gonna happen?” Connel asked. She shook her head. “They’ll hang around outside; you’ll have to stay a while.”

Laying a steadying hand on the wall, she rose to her feet. “How about the night?” 

They’d put an end to them. They were no more… Except… their tongues had twined like they hadn’t missed a beat. Their bodies hadn’t feasted themselves full before her brother showed up and interrupted. They had unfinished business. Unsated need.

“You remember where you are?” he asked, stony-faced. “Who I am?” She frowned. “Don’t expect me to be a good guy. I’m no gentleman. If I want it, I’ll take it. I’ll use you. Any time I get the opportunity. And I’ll still walk away.” 

Did he want her to walk away? No. If he didn’t want her there, he’d get one of his guys to toss her out. He wasn’t trying to scare her off, he was giving her a chance to retreat.

Rather than take the safe, sensible path, she slid down the zipper beneath her arm and shimmied out of her dress.

For too long, she’d craved him. The opportunity to be with him again was too tempting to ignore.

His jaw grew tight, his scowl darkened. The shadow of the lower hall enhanced his menace. But she wasn’t afraid. Not when she’d seen behind the tough veneer.

Reaching behind to unhook her bra, she wasn’t shy about letting it fall. He could look, admire, recall when her body was his playground. If he needed the visual reminder, she’d provide it.

Without a word of question or permission, she turned around to stroll up the stairs. At the top, she pushed her panties from her hips, freeing herself from all fabric constraints as she headed for the bed.

He could stay away, avoid her and refuse the obvious invitation. No one had a gun to his head.

Being in the office had been unsettling, but that was nothing to being in his bedroom again. Standing at the foot of the bed, the spirit of each of their previous unions enveloped her.

As her eyes closed, his lips touched the side of her neck. He hadn’t walked away, he was there, behind her, his hands sliding onto her hips. They kept on going, up, over her breasts, squeezing her, fondling, his lips tracing old paths.

“Conn…” his name seeped out on her next breath. 

She wanted to be on the bed with him inside her but couldn’t break contact.

Her weight eased back, finding support in his strength. The comfort of him was home, the heat of his skin on hers, the tenderness in his demanding touch. Somehow, he managed to be everything she needed, to balance desire with consideration. He’d shown her so much, given her so much. The liberty he entrusted to her freed her to explore in ways she never had.

Easing a hand around her back between them, she curled her fingers around his desire and tightened them, squeezing him hard. His lips paused just at the pressure point above her collarbone. A growl escaped him and he pushed deeper into her hand’s embrace.

That reaction, any reaction, inspired her confidence again. Before she could tease anymore, he thrust her onto the bed, pushing her hips forward as his knees parted hers. She hadn’t even planted her hands on the bed and he was in her, pushing hard, forcing her pussy to take him. A spear of pleasure pulsed through her, tightening her muscles around him so hard her body created a barrier. He spanked her ass, hard, and she yelped, but it turned into a glorious laugh. 

“Fuck, McDade,” she said on a moan, pushing back as he thrust deep. “I need this.”

He spanked her again, then tightened his grip on her hips, fucking her deep as his fingers emblazoned his prints on her skin, bruising her with their strength.

He drove in, hitting her deep every time and bent over her, locking one forearm around her as his other hand sought her clit. It wasn’t fair that he could torment her from within and with that tantalizing touch. Her next sound was more of a whine, a mew, a desperate pleading for more of his promise.

“Conn,” she whimpered, writhing against his stimulation. 

“Everything you need…” he growled, his lips touching her spine, “everything you want… right here.”

“Yes,” she panted, struggling to remember how she’d lived anywhere but in his bed. “Baby…”

“Aye,” he grumbled, drawing out the word. “You ready to beg?”

“Yes,” she snapped fast. “Oh, God, yes…” The pressure of his digits, the satisfaction of fullness provided by his engorged cock throbbing inside her, it was gluttony. Sin at its peak. Pleasure was ready to burst, building behind the dam he teased her with breaking. “Connel… Fuck, Conn! Please, baby! Please!”

The gruff heat of his laugh clouded her spine as he kissed it again. His fingertips moved in slow circles and sped, slowed and sped, as he bobbed his cock back and forth an inch within her. The tip of his tongue trailed up and down, adding nimble sprites of buoyant arousal in tiny spirals that darted beneath her skin.

“You enjoy torturing me,” she wailed. “Oh, fuck, I forgot how—”

“And this is your reminder,” he said, pressing, hurling her through the dam in a torrent so wild, she drowned in the mire of pleasure. 

She screamed, loud, his name, for more, for mercy, for forever. Her body was still pulsing, quaking, trying to recover when he returned to thrusting hard and fast, yanking her hips back to meet his pelvis with every advance, forcing her away with every retreat. 

Her body didn’t want to lose his. Orgasm came again and she clamped tight, her whole body locked in a spasm that he forced his way through, driving himself over the edge into his own completion.

He let her go and she fell forward onto her face, her arms curled beneath her. Her heart was pounding so hard, she could feel it in her skull, all over her body in a constant, frantic pulse.

“Fuck,” she gasped, her eyes closed. “Why did we stop seeing each other again?”

His voice came from somewhere near the bathroom. “It wasn’t ‘cause the sex blew.”

“No,” she said, a laugh joining her exhale. “It definitely wasn’t that.”

When the bed moved, she raised her head just enough to see him rest against the pillows propped on the headboard. Wriggling to ascend, her head found the pillow that had been hers… for a short time.

Shifting his weight to the hip nearest her, his fingertips met her spine. “Plan this?”

“No,” she said, tossing her hair from her face before settling again. “You use a rubber?” His attention left her body to find her eyes. “Sorry, I don’t know why I asked that.” 

Or why the idea was so unsettling. 

Clearing her throat, she started to rise, but his hand flattened on her back, holding her down. “You said the night.”

“Can you afford it?” she asked and the question in his eye curled her lips. “Not like that.” She laughed. “I haven’t descended quite that far. I meant time. You were dealing with something before I showed up.”

“It’s done,” he said, trailing his touch up and down. 

The contact drove her nuts. Every atom in her body shimmered wherever his fingers met. 

“Whisper said you’ve been on a kick. You want to expand beyond Harvest? That was never the…” The twitch of his brows reminded her things weren’t like they once were. Before she could apologize or backtrack, she remembered what brought her there, rather who. “Shit. Tulip!”

“The woman you came with? She was put in a cab home; told we did the same with you.”

“How did you know I came with someone?”

“Niall and I have known each other our whole lives,” he said. “He has a lousy poker face.”

“I didn’t see him,” she said, tucking herself a little closer. “When we arrived.”

“You saw Hock. My guys report to Niall.”

“He was with you?” she asked. The minute move of his eyelid was confirmation enough. “Is that why you came back?” Biting her lip was supposed to be playful, but sincerity existed in the question too. “To see me?”

“Didn’t know you brought the cops.”

“I didn’t,” she said. “I didn’t even want to come.” His head tilted. Had she offended him? “I said out loud that I didn’t…” Her words became wistful as her own fingers found the ridges of his abs. “Tulip asked and… Steeple did too. He said if anything happened to her, it would be on me.” Drawing in a breath, she held it a second before sighing. “I was scared to come here.”

“Where are you always safe?”

Her smile peeked. “With you.” Her eyes slunk up to his. “If I got in.”

“You’ll always get in here,” he said. “The only time you weren’t allowed was…” The night of her assault. “I won’t let that happen again.”

“That wasn’t your fault,” she said, and this time when she rose, he didn’t prevent her. But she wasn’t getting up, just sliding a leg across his lap to sit on him. His back was still against the pillows, though he sat up, he was in a semi-slouch, not upright. “I like to think of that as before this… Before you knew you could trust me.” 

As they rose, the back of his hands guided her hair away, allowing him to cup her jaw. “I shouldn’t trust you.”

Another smile. “Ditto.”

“You will always have access to me. Whatever you need is here.” 

Swaying forward, her mouth was on route to his when they were interrupted again.

“Boss?”

“Fucking…” Connel hissed and his hands moved, but she redirected them to her breasts. “Get the fuck outta here!”

There was a bang, a curse, and then the hurry of footsteps. Whoever that was, he’d left fast.

“You have too many new people,” she whispered, leaning in to kiss him. 

“We’re expanding.”

“I heard,” she said, stroking his torso. “If only empire did it for me…”

“You never cared about the empire,” he said and her head shook slightly, her lips brushing his. “You cared about cock.”

She laughed, laying her hands on his chest to sit a little straighter. “You gave it to me better than any other man ever did… You ruined me, remember?”

“Aye,” he said, the need of his touch growing when his hands skimmed around to squeeze her ass. “Helps that your brother lives with you.” Her simple smile came as she relaxed her head in silent question. “You won’t hear me denying it.”

“You’ve been watching me?” she asked. “Or has Evander been reporting back? You share personnel now?”

“I underestimated what…”

“What?” she asked, scooping up his jaw to marry their eyes again. “You underestimated what?”

For a few seconds, he searched her. What was he hiding? Too much. Because there was still a line between them, a barrier that meant their time together was limited. 

Capturing her in his arms, he flipped her onto her back, coming down on top of her. “I don’t want you to leave this room, this bed, tonight, you understand me?”

She nodded. “As long as you’re with me, I’ll stay.”

“And forget sleep, that won’t be happening.”

With joy, she freed her arms from between them to coil them around his neck. “You’re a bad influence, Mr. McDade.”

“Aye,” he said. “Anything you want in this bed, you get.”

If that were true, she’d never leave it and wouldn’t let him either. Returning to Stag wasn’t meant to lead to this. If she was honest with herself, this was the fantasy. He was the fantasy. Once again, he was bringing it to life for her. It was fleeting. It wouldn’t last. But she would relish every second while it did.
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