
  
    
      
    
  


		
			Secrets of the Heart

			As head of the infamous Sharkey family crime syndicate, Nikki Sharkey trusts no one with her secrets. Sometimes she’s had to bend the law, and sometimes she’s had to break it. But there’s one secret not even her closest family knows, and Nikki would do anything to keep it safe.

			Logan has always had to fight, from surviving living in care, to winning gold at the Olympics. Just when she’s about to win it all, she gives up her shot at greatness to look after her grandfather. Then she discovers her closest friend is in danger and has a child, Isla, Logan didn’t know about. Logan promises to protect Isla no matter what. The only problem? Isla’s adoptive mum is the leader of Scotland’s biggest crime family—the Sharkeys.

			When Logan’s friend is found dead, Logan is determined to keep her promise. Logan knows Isla is the secret of Nikki Sharkey’s heart, but as she gets closer to the truth of what happened to Isla’s birth mother, the passion burns between Nikki and Logan, and secrets threaten not only their future together, but their lives.
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            Prologue





			A London black cab pulled up outside the address given to Malcolm McDade by his contact. He was here with his brother Gerry to try to make a deal with one of the bigger British organized crime families.

			The Acorn Group distributed drugs all around Britain and the continent. Malcolm wanted to distribute for them in Glasgow.

			“Is this the right place, Malky?” Gerry asked.

			He looked out of the window and checked the address of what looked like a high scale antiques auction warehouse.

			“It doesn’t look like it, but our contact said to give the security guys at the door our names. Let’s try. Pay the taxi, Gerry.”

			Malky, as everyone called Malcolm, walked with as much confidence as he could muster up to the security people in black suits.

			What was going on here? An antiques auction with guys that looked like the security people that guarded politicians and celebrities?

			“Are you here for the auction viewing, sir?” the burly dark-haired man said.

			“No, I have an appointment with Mr. Gershon.”

			The other man took a small tablet from his pocket and said, “Name?”

			“Malcolm McDade and my brother, Gerry.”

			Gerry, having come from the taxi, looked like a rabbit caught in headlights. Malky wished Gerry was more like him. Gerry wasn’t confident and always showed it.

			“You can enter. Ms. Littler at reception will show you where to go.”

			“Thanks.”

			They walked in and walked towards the reception area. As Malky walked down the hall, he took in the fine oak furniture and marble walls and stone busts of great artists and others he didn’t recognize.

			Malky was perplexed. The Acorn Group was the biggest drug importer in the UK. So why was he meeting them in a staid traditional building?

			The receptionist looked up and gave him the brightest smile. “How can I help you, sir?”

			“We have an appointment with Mr. Gershon.”

			“Of course. I’ll get someone to take you down.” She pressed a button on the phone and spoke through her headset. “Could you send someone to take Mr. McDade downstairs? Thank you.” She looked up and said, “Won’t be a minute, Mr. McDade.”

			“Thanks, can you tell me who those people are, up in the big room I passed?”

			“That’s the viewing room. Our customers can come in a few days before the auction date and inspect our antiques closely before buying.”

			This was a different world to what Malky was used to. It didn’t make any sense to him.

			A smartly dressed man with the name tag Nathan on approached Malky. “Mr. McDade? If you’ll follow me.”

			Malky followed Nathan down a long, oak panelled hallway, until they arrived at a door marked Private. Strangely there was an X-ray machine next to it and a guard to the side.

			“Jack? Will you scan Mr. McDade please?”

			“Of course.”

			“What is this all about?” Gerry said behind them.

			Malky gave him a look.

			“Is this needed?” Malky said. “We’ve come in good faith.”

			“With respect, Mr. McDade, you are coming into our most private business areas. Everyone gets scanned.”

			Nathan stopped and nodded to Jack, who was in control of the machine.

			Malky could only admire this level of business set-up and the power that the Acorn Group had.

			Jack held up a silver tray and said, “Put any keys, metal objects, or sharps in this dish.”

			All Malky could think of was the knife strapped to his ankle. They had worked so hard to get this chance to talk to Mr. Gershon. He didn’t want to blow it now.

			Nathan must have seen his hesitation because he leaned over and said quietly, “Best to come clean before we scan you. Mr. Gershon does not like it when he is made a fool of. Best to be honest from the start.”

			Malky reached down and pulled out the knife he kept strapped to his ankle and put it in the silver tray.

			“Malky?” Gerry said. “We could be walking into anything.”

			“Gerry, do as I say.”

			Gerry reluctantly put his own knife in the tray.

			“Walk through please,” Jack said.

			Malky walked slowly, and Jack looked carefully at the screen. “He’s all good, Nathan.”

			Gerry did the same with no problems.

			“Perfect,” Nathan said. “I’ll take you down to Mr. Gershon.”

			They rode in an elevator down two floors. When the doors opened, Malky saw people carrying packing boxes up and down the corridor and entering different rooms via security doors.

			“This is where we keep the antiques before they’re shipped out to our customers who’ve been successful at auction.”

			Malky looked at Gerry and raised his eyebrows. This was some set-up. Were the antiques a front for drug sales, and possible money laundering?

			It made Malky all the more determined to become partners with the Acorn Group. That could send the McDade family into the premier league of crime families, powerful enough to take on the Sharkeys.

			Nathan stopped at the door Malky had noticed before.

			“If you could give me a few moments, gentlemen.” He knocked and went into the room marked Private, leaving Malky and Gerry standing alone.

			“What is going on here, Malky? I’ve never seen anything like this.”

			Malky indicated with his head up to the cameras on the doors and the ceiling. They were under constant supervision.

			They didn’t have to wait too long until Nathan opened the door. “Come in, please.”

			Gerry led them in, but Nathan stopped him and said to Malky, “Just you, Mr. McDade.”

			Gerry protested, but Malky said, “It’s okay. Just stay out here, Gerry.”

			Malky found himself alone in the room, apart from a middle-aged man sitting at a huge oak desk. If this was Mr. Gershon, the head of one of the most successful crime families in the UK, then Malky was astonished.

			Malky walked towards the desk where the man was fiddling with a wooden box. He was wearing a three-piece tweed suit with a green bow tie. He couldn’t be Mr. Gershon. Could he?

			The man didn’t look up from the wooden box, and the more the silence filled the room, the more uncomfortable Malky felt.

			After what felt like an hour, he looked up at last. “Chinese puzzle box. A rare eighteenth-century antique. A passion of mine.” He placed the box to the side of the desk. “Keeps the mind active.”

			This Mr. Gershon got stranger and stranger. How could this weird little man survive and thrive in the London underworld?

			He sat back in his leather chair. “So, Malcolm, I believe our mutual contact said that you were interested in selling our product in Glasgow.”

			“Yes, sir. My family has been supplying coke at low levels for the last twenty years, and we’re ready to take it to the next level.”

			“Not coke, Malcolm. Product. We sell our product up and down the country.”

			There was something cold and detached in Mr. Gershon’s demeanour. Despite his appearance, he was clearly not a man to be messed with.

			“Sorry, product. There is enough demand in Glasgow and the outskirts to make a lot of money.”

			“I know there is,” Mr. Gershon said, “but the city centre area is difficult to sell in because the Sharkeys do not take drugs on their streets. A frightening missed opportunity, might I add.”

			“I can handle the Sharkeys.”

			“Big words, Malcolm. The Acorn Group have a mutual pact with the Sharkeys to stay out of each other’s business.”

			“Give me a chance to show you how much money I can make you,” Malky said.

			“To break our pact with the Sharkeys, I would need to be certain that you could sell without any issues. Let me be frank, Malcolm. Nikki Sharkey is not a woman to be trifled with. They call her the Godmother of Glasgow, and at the moment Nikki Sharkey owns you, Malcolm.”

			The words made the fire of simmering hate Malky had for Nikki boil up inside him.

			“Nikki Sharkey lives off the glories of her dad, Thomas. Because of that no one tries to challenge her. She is a woman, she is weak, too interested in her designer handbags and fine living to be a problem.”

			Nikki had won some battles against him, but that was when his father had still been in charge of the family, because he had incompetents around him. But now was the McDades’ time to shine, his time to shine.

			“Give me the chance to show you how much money I can make for you.”

			Mr. Gershon rubbed his chin. “I’ll give you one opportunity, Malcolm. Five hundred thousand pounds’ worth of a chance. To prove that you have the strength to handle Nikki Sharkey.”

			He then sat forward and said in a low voice. “If my name gets associated with this or whispered into the ears of the police, you’ll find yourself in the depths of the English Channel, weighed down by rocks. And if you think jail will protect you from facing me, don’t bother. I can get to you in any jail in the country. Do you understand?”

			Malky’s mouth went dry. Inside, one part of him was saying to run, but the other louder voice was willing him on. We can do this.

			“Understood, Mr. Gershon.”

			His smile was back. “Excellent.”

			Mr. Gershon pressed a button on his desk, and Nathan came back into the room.

			“Nathan, Malcolm here would like to buy the beautiful eighteenth-century Royal Navy sextant for five hundred thousand.”

			That was how they did it. They transported the drugs with antique pieces that came through their dealership.

			It didn’t go unnoticed that Mr. Gershon asked for a Royal Navy sextant, no doubt to remind him that his body could be forever lost at the bottom of the sea.

			But there was no turning back now.

			






    
            Chapter One





			Heavy beats pounded, and flashing lights dazzled Nikki Sharkey. She held a glass of champagne in a hospitality box at the Manchester Arena as the crowd cheered and sang at tonight’s boxing event of the year.

			A waitress came over and asked if she would like a top-up. Nikki gave her a wink and said, “Thank you, sweetheart.”

			The waitress blushed and poured the drink.

			Even though the waitress wasn’t her type—femme top Nikki Sharkey preferred her sexual partners to be boyish or masculine presenting—she enjoyed the reaction her presence drew from people.

			Nikki was very aware of the image she presented. She knew she was beautiful but wasn’t vain about it. She just knew how to and when to use it. She looked as though she had stepped from the pages of a fashion magazine, with her perfect figure and long wavy dark brown hair, but that was mixed with a dangerous, confident aura.

			When Nikki Sharkey walked into a room, eyes followed her. The beauty and confidence drew people in, but rivals and those who knew her better realized the dangerous aura was real.

			Those who mistook her perfectly manicured nails and couture dresses and outfits got a shock when Nikki had a gun against their head or delivered a punch to their face. Although Nikki generally didn’t get her hands dirty—she left that to her guards and kept herself to the Sharkeys’ legitimate business dealings as CEO of Sharkey Enterprises—sometimes the perfect punch of a fist or cold steel was needed.

			She looked around the room of the private hospitality suite and saw everyone enjoying the drinks, food, and lively conversation, then looked at her watch. Tonight wasn’t for pleasure. It was all business.

			Nikki was waiting on a new boxing promoter coming to meet her. He should be here any minute now.

			She gestured to her guards, Jamsey and Murdo, who were standing at the entrance to the box, that she was going out to the balcony. A door in the suite led out to a balcony overlooking the ring and arena floor. When Nikki opened the door, the rambunctious atmosphere hit her. The noise was like that of a football crowd singing along to the carefully selected songs the arena was playing.

			She leaned on the bars of the balcony and took in everything that loud arena was giving. The attendees were a real cross section of society. Down on the floor were the real fans of boxing, those who desperately tried to buy tickets to the boxing event of the year, who came along for a good time, to have a drink, sing, watch every bout, and get behind their local fighter. Around the ringside seats were a mixture of family members, other fighters, and boxing promoters.

			Up in the boxes were celebrities and local dignitaries, who were there to be seen and to enjoy the free food and drink. They had little care for the fights going on down on the floor. But Nikki wasn’t one of them.

			The Sharkeys had been involved in boxing promotion since her grandfather was head of the organization. They’d had many famous fighters on their books and won many honours.

			Her dad Thomas had taken her along to bouts, with her cousin Mack, since they were teenagers, and they learned the business from him.

			Nikki had learned to take care of herself at the Sharkey gym, but it was Mack who kept up with training religiously. She was the family fixer, the muscle, some might call it, while Nikki was the business brains of the family.

			But Nikki loved the sport, and after a five-year dip in the success of their fighters, it was time to shake things up a little.

			She placed her champagne on the table beside her as one of the fighters was knocked to the canvas, and the crowd screamed and shouted for their local fighter on the undercard.

			It was the kind of excitement that gave her a thrill, and she wanted to host a night like this in Glasgow. There hadn’t been a Sharkey headliner in Glasgow for a long time. The nights of boxing in Glasgow were well renowned as the best in the UK. But first she had to recruit the right fighters.

			The boxer was counted out, and Nikki clapped her hands for both boxers. The next bout was the one Nikki was particularly interested in, one of two female bouts on the undercard tonight.

			Nikki twisted her oval cut sapphire ring, a graduation present from her mum and dad, as she anticipated what was to come. Women’s boxing had boomed over the last ten years and was not only part of the undercard, but the biggest stars in the women’s game were headlining fights. Nikki wanted to be a part of that.

			The Sharkeys had the money and the best trainer in the business, but unfortunately their last manager didn’t have the highest opinion of women in the sport. So Nikki dispensed with his services to find someone new.

			After some enquiries, Carter Stevens was headhunted and due to meet with Nikki tonight. She sensed someone behind her but didn’t turn around.

			“Carter?”

			“Nikki? An honour to meet you.”

			Nikki stood up straight and shook his hand. “Thank you for joining me.”

			“No trouble. Your people say you’re looking for a new manager.”

			Nikki looked back to the ring. The ring walk of the woman they were both here to see was about to begin.

			“Yes, one who is equally interested in managing women fighters as well as men.”

			He pushed his hands into his trouser pockets. “You don’t have to worry about that with me. My sister is a boxer. Just retired actually and working as a coach and with TV companies as a commentator.”

			“What’s her name?”

			“Layla Stevens.”

			“Yes, I think I’ve seen her on TV.”

			“She wishes she’d had this type of exposure when she fought. She would have had a fantastic career with more backing. I make it my business to do anything I can to make the women’s sport bigger and with much greater financial rewards for the fighters.”

			Nikki turned to Carter. “I see you are on my wavelength. Tell me about this fighter we are here to see.”

			“Molly Roberts. Lightweight. She went to the Olympics and got as far as the silver medal.”

			“Not an astonishing background,” Nikki said.

			“She’s a late bloomer, and it was a tough field that year, but she then went on to win her first five professional bouts. Molly is a solid fighter—not flash, a technical fighter, someone you can start to build your stable with.”

			“My trainer, Jimmy, thinks from what he’s seen of her fights on TV that she has something he can work with. Let’s go down to ringside and watch her up close.”

			Nikki went back into the hospitality box, picked up her handbag, and headed over to the door. She felt all eyes on her. “We’re going ringside, Jamsey, Murdo.”

			“Aye, Nikki,” Jamsey said while Murdo opened up the door.

			Carter looked behind him nervously as her two guards fell in behind them. The security she needed tended to worry people.

			When they made it down to the floor of the arena, Molly was about to start her ring walk. The crowd were on their feet, singing and dancing to her chosen song. They walked between the rows of seats like a well-oiled machine, with Jamsey ahead of Nikki, while Murdo brought up the rear.

			An officious security person put his hand out to stop them at the exclusive ringside seats. He wasn’t one of the muscular guards, but one of the suited hosts, ticking the VIPs off his list.

			“Tickets or names please.”

			He was hardly eye level with Jamsey’s tall, rugby player build. Jamsey looked at the man’s hand with disgust, then took hold of his wrist lightly and pushed it away.

			“My boss doesn’t need a ticket.”

			Nikki decided to calm the tense situation and took a step forward. “It’s alright, Jamsey. Let the man do his job.”

			She looked at his name tag. “Campbell? Could you look at your list for Nikki Sharkey. I believe my name may be on there.”

			He looked down his list, and then his eyes went wide. Nikki could see her name and the notes beside her name. She was top of the list of VIPs—the promoter for this evening was a good friend of hers. She always hosted him for dinner at one of the Sharkey family restaurants.

			“I’m terribly sorry, Ms. Sharkey. I—”

			Nikki smiled. “You were just doing your job, Campbell.”

			“Thank you, Ms. Sharkey.”

			He extended his arm to invite Nikki to pass him. She walked along the ringside with Jamsey in front of her, while Murdo stayed at the beginning of the row beside the nervous Campbell.

			The row of celebrities and VIPs at ringside, who should be concentrating on the ring walk, had all eyes on Nikki. Once Nikki and Carter took their seats, Jamsey took his place at the other end of the row.

			The fighter Nikki had come to see came into the ring and simply went to her corner and bounced on her toes.

			Her opponent came into the ring, with little more excitement than Molly. Nikki looked around her and saw that people were taking the opportunity to replenish their drinks or stare into their phones. Bad sign.

			“They don’t have a lot of presence or personality, Carter.”

			“No, but they are both good technically. It is an important matchup. Whoever wins this bout gets a chance to fight Paula Bernard, then the champion, Laura Menroe.”

			“Look around you, Carter. Nobody’s interested, and that’s not because they’re women. You know as well as I do that there are some huge characters in women’s boxing that draw in the crowds. I want the Sharkey gym to be big again, to make a splash and create excitement for the crowds when I put on an event in Glasgow.”

			“Watch the fight at least, and if she doesn’t appeal to you, then there are many other young fighters I know of that can fit your bill.”

			So Nikki sat back and watched the fight. Molly had good technique, she had to admit, and won the bout on a points decision.

			“What do think?” Carter asked.

			“She has skills but could’ve gone for a knockout a few times. She lacks confidence.”

			“That’s exactly what I think. Your trainer could really be the making of her.”

			Nikki stood and smoothed down her outfit. “Okay. Make her an offer, and I’d be happy to work with you.” She held out her hand to Carter. “Welcome to Sharkey Boxing Promotions.”

			Carter shook Nikki’s hand. “It’ll be a pleasure working with you.”
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        * * *

      

			Logan Power felt every minute of her five-hour journey from Manchester to Glasgow. Logan took the cheapest bus she could find online to fit her budget. Unfortunately, a budget bus wasn’t that accommodating for Logan’s six-foot-one frame. She sat up straight and stretched every painful joint. They were only a few minutes away from Buchanan Bus Station.

			She took a hairband from her jeans pocket and pulled her mess of brown and blond hair back into a small ponytail that allowed her dark undercut hair to be seen.

			When the bus came to a halt in the station, Logan allowed the others, impatiently pushing down the aisle, to leave first. She put on her grey-hooded black faux leather biker jacket and grabbed her backpack from above her.

			Logan walked down the bus aisle and stepped out onto the station. This was her first time in Glasgow, her first time in Scotland. It had been a bright day on the drive up, but at half past five the evening gloom was just starting to gather in the sky.

			She slung her backpack on her shoulder and started to make her way out of the station. Her bag held everything she had in the world—what was worth keeping, anyway.

			Logan crossed the street and found herself in the heart of the Glasgow shopping district. She passed a huge cinema and a shopping mall, and spotted the usual big chain coffee houses, restaurants, and designer shops.

			It was very similar to her home city of Manchester. It was funny to come from so far away and to see such similar sights. But Logan wasn’t here as a tourist. She was here to find her foster sister Hazel’s little girl. Hazel had told her where to find her: Glasgow.

			But first, Logan had to check in to her hotel, get some food, rest, and make a plan.

			She didn’t know what to expect from Scotland or Glasgow, but really it wasn’t much of a culture shock yet…

			She followed the directions on her phone and finally made it to the hotel she had booked. The chain had hotels all over the city, but she’d picked the most central one, which would help with what was ahead of her.

			Logan checked in and went upstairs to her room. She opened the door and was pleased with what she saw. It might be a budget hotel, but the bedroom was nicer than her grandpa’s flat at home.

			She took off her backpack and jacket and put them on the bed, then fell on the bed herself. It was the first time in hours she could stretch her long frame out.

			It had been a long day. This morning she’d left her grandpa’s flat and everything she knew to set off on this perhaps hopeless mission, to find the only family she had left in the world.

			Logan grabbed her phone from her pocket and sat up on the edge of the bed. She opened her Messenger app and played the video that was the last message she had from Hazel.

			“Lo, I don’t have much time.”

			Hazel looked ill, much like she had years ago when she was addicted to cocaine. Before she got clean, five years ago. Of course, Logan hadn’t seen Hazel in person for around two years.

			They had always been in and out of each other’s lives. They’d met in the care system. Logan had been taken into care from her mum, who’d bounced between prison for drugs and boyfriends who provided her with the drugs. Logan had a grandpa who loved her very much, but his health didn’t allow him to take her in.

			It was in a foster family that young Logan and Hazel met. They got on so well, and they stayed together through a couple of foster homes, pledging themselves to be family for life. Even though she was a few years younger than Hazel, Logan always stood up to anyone who tried to upset or pick on her, as some of the homes they were sent to were not as caring as they should have been. Logan’s grandpa always included Hazel if he took Logan out for the day.

			There was one secret that Logan had kept in her heart and never admitted to Hazel. Hazel had been Logan’s first love. She was endlessly fascinating to the teenage Logan, but apart from one drunken kiss that Logan would never forget, Hazel never showed any interest in women.

			It broke Logan’s heart every time Hazel went out with a boy or was mistreated by a boyfriend. She never stopped loving her, and they were and always would be family, despite the hurt.

			By the time Hazel was sixteen, she was out of care, on her own, running from one bad situation to another, and she ended up giving in to the demons that the streets had to offer, drink and drugs.

			Logan had managed to avoid those vices. At fourteen her grandpa’s health had improved and he managed to get custody of her, and at the first sign that she was getting in with a bad crowd, he sent her to his friend Alex.

			Alex owned a boxing gym, and he changed her life. She walked in a tall, lanky teenager with a bad attitude, and walked out a powerful, hard-punching heavyweight boxer, ready to go to the Olympics. Two Olympic gold medals plus two championship belts later, Logan had found her way out of poverty and off the streets.

			But that was before she walked away from her shot at greatness. Logan rubbed her face, trying to get rid of this well-worn thought pattern and self-loathing and hide it deep down inside herself.

			She looked at the now-still image of the closest thing she had to a family and remembered the anger she had felt when Hazel didn’t come to her grandpa’s funeral. There were only a few there as it was—Alex and a few friends from her grandpa’s local pub.

			Logan had left messages, but Hazel was not around. Logan had been so angry with her. He’d been a surrogate grandpa to her, but she never even gave the courtesy of a reply.

			But six months later, she got the video from Hazel that changed everything. Logan restarted it.

			“Lo, I need your help. I’m in trouble. I’m running from someone I owe a lot of money to.”

			Hazel looked ill. She was clearly deep into drugs again.

			“I might not have that much time left. Don’t try to find me because there’s no point, and no time, but I need something. I had a baby. A little girl.”

			Logan remembered the first time she watched this video. The news that Hazel had a baby floored her.

			“She isn’t with me, and I haven’t brought her up. I was in a difficult place and a woman offered me a way to get clean, set me up in a protected new life. I was pregnant, and she wanted a baby, but she couldn’t have them.

			“Her lawyer recommended that we get married in a civil service—it would make it easier for her to adopt. Nobody knew about the marriage, not even her family.

			“The woman is called Nikki Sharkey. She’s the head of a crime family in Glasgow. They own everything in the city and are more legitimate businesspeople than in the past, but you don’t ever cross them. At heart they are gangsters.

			“After we divorced I started a new life, with my debts cleared and a new job. Things were good for a few years, but then my old demons started to torment me again.”

			Logan hated to see the grip drink and drugs had on Hazel. She could have had a full life, been a mother to the daughter she had, but drugs stole that from her. Logan could have taken care of them both, even as only friends. She would have given everything for that.

			“I came back hoping to see my daughter one last time, before I knew I couldn’t. I’ve been in the depths of it ever since. The only good thing I ever did was have Isla. That’s my daughter’s name. Please check that she is safe, that she is happy, that she is being treated right. I love you, Lo.”

			That was the video that changed her world. A week later Hazel’s body was found in Carlisle, just over the Scottish border, with more drugs in her body than would ever be taken as a normal hit.

			Hazel had listed Logan as her emergency contact on her ID. Identifying her body was the hardest thing Logan ever had to do. Over the years she’d hardened her heart to love, but Hazel still had a hold of a part that still loved her. The pain filled her with determination to make sure her daughter Isla was safe, and if not, to get her away from this criminal family, the Sharkeys.

			Among Hazel’s things was a carefully hidden phone. It was full of messages from the McDades, another family deep in the underworld of Glasgow. Some messages were threatening, some trying to get her to sell in exchange for her life. One Logan remembered clear as day.

			“I can’t do it, I won’t do it. I won’t put someone else into the life I have been trapped in.”

			One month later, Hazel was dead.

			Logan was proud of the way she’d stood up to these drug dealers but wished Hazel had come to her. She could have protected her.

			Logan fell back onto the bed. She had done as much research as she could on the McDades and the Sharkeys, two crime families at each other’s throats for decades, since they came to Scotland generations ago. People on both sides had gone to jail, most recently the McDades for drugs and the Sharkeys for grievous bodily harm.

			The Sharkeys appeared to be the more successful, and it seemed they’d gone into legitimate business. Logan had made a rough plan of how to get close to the family.

			She picked up her phone and opened her notes. The Sharkeys owned pubs and clubs, the most popular being The Deep nightclub and The Reef pub. The Sharkeys were involved in a wide range of businesses, but the two that interested Logan the most were a fitness club and a boxing gym.

			According to the internet, the Sharkey boxing stable had won many titles in the past, but not recently. But a female boxer had recently signed with them. There were pictures of Nikki at the last big fight in Manchester.

			Logan had watched the fight on TV. She always did, making her feel every ounce of regret she had in her body. That had been her future, before she gave it up to look after her grandpa and give him twenty-four-hour care.

			Now that she’d seen Nikki Sharkey’s picture on the net, Logan remembered the camera panning to the ringside seats and Nikki standing out. She was more than beautiful. Nikki had a presence that demanded your attention.

			The boxing gym was her way in. She could find out as much as she could and hopefully get close to Nikki and perhaps Hazel’s child.

			All she had left of responsibility for someone in this world was Isla Sharkey, and she would make sure that she protected her, even if it meant going up against the powerful, dangerous Sharkey clan and Nikki. Her plan started tomorrow.

			Logan couldn’t save Hazel, but she could save her daughter Isla and avenge Hazel’s death at the hands of the McDades.

			Two crime families? Her grandpa would say she was an idiot, but it was in Logan’s nature to take chances. She would do it. First stop was the boxing gym.
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        * * *

      

			Nikki was nearing the edge of her orgasm, as she held on to the brass headboard in front of her. She undulated her hips and said breathily, “Yes, just like that.”

			Nikki rode Jo’s eager to please mouth beneath her. Jo was ten years younger than her at twenty-five and a masculine-presenting woman.

			Nikki was a femme top and loved masc women who were bottoms or could be dominated. She’d picked Jo up at The Reef, one of her normal hunting grounds when she felt the need.

			Her need had been harder to satisfy in the last year or so. She was always chasing that euphoria that she’d once felt through sex. Every woman she slept with was with the hope of finding it.

			Nikki was working hard for this orgasm. Everything felt duller these days. She had considered that maybe it was her age, but that was too depressing to contemplate for long. Jo sucked in her clit, and it jolted Nikki and made her hips grind harder.

			“Yes, yes…” Nikki grasped her own full breasts and squeezed.

			This time it was going to be different. This time. She took hold of Jo’s hair with one hand and tumbled into her orgasm.

			Her lower body tightened for a few seconds of release, and it was over. The euphoria had eluded her again.

			She fell back on the bed and Jo said, “Was it good?”

			Nikki wanted to get up and leave, but she wouldn’t. No matter her reputation on the streets, she wasn’t that heartless. She rolled over and lightly scratched her nails down Jo’s body until they slid into her sex. “Of course. Now I want you to come for me.”

			“Yeah,” Jo said.

			She tried to pull Nikki down to her lips, but Nikki put her hand to them. “I don’t kiss, remember. Just surrender and enjoy, Jo.”
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        * * *

      

			Nikki finished applying her lipstick at the dressing table. She looked at Jo in the bed watching her every move.

			“Stay as long as you want. Overnight if you wish. Enjoy room service. It’s all on my account.”

			“When can I see you again?” Jo asked.

			Nikki placed her lipstick in her bag and sighed. This was the hard part. She got up and smoothed down her designer skirt.

			“We talked about this. I don’t do relationships, remember?”

			Jo got out of bed and took Nikki’s hand. “I thought I could change your mind.”

			Every woman thought this, but Nikki’s heart was under lock and key. As head of the Sharkey family business, she had to keep a ring of protection around her because she had to make sure her family were safe.

			Family was everything to Nikki, and everyone in the Glasgow underworld had a target on her back. She couldn’t trust anyone to get too close, because there were many who would use her love of women to get close and hurt her family.

			That was one of the reasons she’d had her daughter outside a relationship. Nikki wanted a child without the pressure of being involved with someone. Isla’s birth mother helped her, but no one in her family knew how much help she’d needed.

			But she didn’t need anyone forever, not like that. Family gave her everything she required.

			Nikki stroked Jo’s hair. “I’m not a romantic, Jo. No one could ever have that part of me.”

			Jo started to speak, but Nikki placed her manicured fingernail to Jo’s lips. “Let’s leave it there. I have to get back to the office. I’ll see you around the club. Take as long as you need.”

			Nikki grasped her handbag and walked out into the hall. Jamsey and Murdo were discreetly standing at the lift.

			“Back to the office quicky, then over to Mum and Dad’s to pick up Isla.”

			“Got it, boss,” Murdo said.

			“Jamsey, can you let reception know my guest will be staying, and to charge any room service to my credit card?”

			“Nae problem.”

			Murdo escorted her down to the front steps of the hotel to her waiting car.

			






    
            Chapter Two





			Nikki leaned back in her leather chair as she listened to a report from one of her building managers over Zoom.

			“My informant on the council has implied that if the worst were to happen to the building on the Clyde waterfront, they would be inclined to accept any offer we gave them for the land,” Callum said. Callum Roberts was director of Sharkey home and building services.

			“I should think so,” Nikki replied. “The building is derelict. Nothing but a drug den most nights. Why the council has to make things so difficult, just because it’s a historic listed building, I’ll never know. It’s not much use being a building of historical interest, covered in graffiti, and used as a drug and drinking den.”

			“I have your permission to move forward, then?” David, a junior member of Callum’s team, asked.

			“Yes. It would be terrible if anything were to happen to the site. Keep an eye on it, David.” Nikki smiled.

			“I will do, Nikki. I’ll report back to you and Callum soon, once one of our people secure the land.”

			Nikki liked the heads of the different companies the family owned to keep their distance from any dealings that could be breaking or bending the law. That way they had plausible deniability.

			“Speak to both of you soon.” Nikki ended the meeting, stood up from her antique oak desk, and walked over to the window. She looked down at all the people coming and going on the street below. Another piece in the Sharkey property portfolio was sliding into shape, and she felt the buzz of control that she loved.

			This Georgian building that was used as Sharkey business headquarters was the jewel in the crown. It had been the pride of Glasgow at the height of the British Empire, when families like the Sharkeys were emigrating from Ireland to America or Scotland.

			The Sharkeys plumped for Scotland at the beginning of the twentieth century and exchanged one kind of poor for another. They lived in slums and worked for people whose businesses were in buildings like these and were paid a pittance for their work.

			But Patrick, the first Sharkey in Scotland, and his best friend Malcolm McDade demanded more out of life and for their families.

			They teamed up and got involved in the Glasgow underworld and fought and pulled themselves out of poverty. But Malcolm got greedy. Patrick was the natural businessman, and Malcolm was slowly being edged out of the leadership of their criminal family. Malcolm split from Patrick and betrayed him by setting him up to be killed by another gang. The betrayal made the two families mortal enemies.

			As the years went by, the McDades couldn’t keep up with the Sharkeys, who soared away in the criminal world and eventually went straight in the business world. Now they owned pubs, clubs, security companies, transport and logistics businesses, and an extensive property empire, with this building being the jewel in the crown.

			Nikki walked over to the family photo wall. Every leader of the Sharkeys was in framed pictures on this wall, from Patrick with his wife and kids, all the way to her father and mother, Aunt Mary and Mack, and then Nikki herself, pictured with Isla. The daughter she had longed for.

			It gave Nikki such pride to be a part of this family, and its leader, since her dad retired.

			The Sharkeys were now richer than the people who’d kept them in poverty when Patrick came from Ireland, and the McDades were still locked in the underworld scraping and fighting for patches of land and selling drugs, something that was never allowed in the Sharkey clan.

			When drugs started taking over Scotland, the Sharkeys stayed right out of it, and in fact didn’t allow it to be sold in any of their areas because Nikki’s granny’s brother had been addicted and died of an overdose.

			She reached out and straightened the frame with Patrick’s picture. Nikki hoped he would be proud of where the Sharkeys ended up. Although they had become a legitimate business, that didn’t mean they didn’t break the rules to shape the business world to their liking or to protect their own.

			Nikki was knocked from her thoughts by her phone ringing. The ringtone made her smile. It was her daughter’s favourite song from her favourite Disney movie. She hurried over to her desk and answered the FaceTime call with a smile.

			“Hi, cutie pie.”

			Isla was sitting cross-legged on the floor of her grandparents’ living room, with her therapy dog, Daisy the labradoodle. Isla went to a private school specifically for girls on the autistic spectrum.

			She’d been going there for the last year, and it was really working for her. They didn’t have a full week of traditional classes. Tuesdays and Thursdays, the pupils did schoolwork from home, so they weren’t overwhelmed. So Granny and Granda’s care was needed on those days.

			“Hi Mum, Granny wants to know if we need dinner to take home?”

			Nikki sat down. “I thought I would finish early today, and we could get your favourite takeaway and have a film night. What do you think?”

			“Mario’s? Yes,” Isla said, “I’d love that, Mum.”

			Mario’s was Isla’s favourite pizza place. Mario had worked at another Italian restaurant Nikki ate at, and he’d approached her with a business plan to open a New York style pizza shop, in the heart of Glasgow. Nikki set him up in business.

			Isla loved the shop because she got to watch Mario spin the pizza dough from behind the counter.

			“Yes, Mario’s.”

			From off camera Nikki heard her mum shout, “You’d pick Mario’s over your ma’s cooking?”

			Nikki laughed. “I’ll be leaving soon.”
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        * * *

      

			Logan started her search for information on Nikki and Isla, who felt in her heart like family.

			This morning she had been to the first place on her list, the fitness gym owned by the Sharkeys. But it was like any other plush gym in any other city in the country. She doubted she would catch Nikki or her entourage here by chance. The pubs and clubs wouldn’t be open till later, so she made her way to the Sharkey boxing gym. Logan had her training gear in her backpack so she could work out.

			She turned the corner and there it was across the road—Paddy’s Boxing Gym. It wasn’t showy, in fact it looked like a run-down building, but Logan knew those were the best kinds of gyms. They were real gyms, where no one was there to show off their bodies or stand flirting at the different machines. The people in there worked out blood, sweat, and tears.

			Logan crossed the road and held the door for someone coming out. Then she walked in and inhaled the smell of those aforementioned sweat, blood, and tears. It might be disgusting to some, but Logan immediately felt at home, just like her gym in Manchester.

			The large room had a wooden floor, with heavy bags, speedballs, and weights all around the room and a ring for sparring. A male boxer was in the ring, working with a trainer.

			Some of the men working on the heavy bags turned to her and looked her up and down, in what would be, for most, an intimidating way. But Logan knew you had to meet that look and show confidence right back.

			Logan walked over to the first man and said, “Is Jimmy in?”

			She had done her research to find out who ran the place.

			The boxer pointed over to a corridor by the side of the stairs. “In his office.”

			“Thanks.”

			Logan made her way to the corridor. There was no saying the beautiful leader of the Sharkeys would be anywhere near the gym, but these places were always good to pick up gossip, and she had seen Nikki in attendance at the fight Logan watched on TV. Word from her old buddies was that Nikki Sharkey was trying to make their boxing stable produce champions again. If nothing else, spending time here would keep her fitness up, which was really important to Logan.

			She arrived at the door marked Manager. In front of her were the stairs which led up to changing rooms and toilets. Logan knocked on the frosted glass on the door.

			“Come in.”

			She walked in and saw Jimmy doing some paperwork. He didn’t look up immediately.

			“Aye, what is it?”

			“Hi, I’m new to Glasgow and wanted to ask if I could use your gym.”

			Jimmy still didn’t look up. “Do you have any experience with boxing training?”

			“Just a bit.”

			That answer made Jimmy look up. He scanned her face and his eyes. “You look familiar.” He got up and walked around his desk, studying her. “Logan Power? It is, isn’t it?”

			Logan didn’t expect to be recognized. But by the smile on Jimmy’s face, it was a good thing.

			“Yeah, that’s me. How did you know?”

			Jimmy shook her hand vigorously. “Logan Lightning Power, are you kidding? You are the best female boxer of your generation. Two gold medals and a flawless record, no losses or knockouts.”

			Logan rubbed the back of her neck bashfully. Compliments weren’t easy for her to take. She wondered if Jimmy knowing who she was would help her get an in. If she was lucky, it might get her closer to the Sharkeys. “Yeah, it’s nice of you to remember me.”

			“You were hard to forget. A fighter with your gifts stands out.” He leaned back against his desk and said, “What are ye doing up in Glasgow?”

			Logan hated lying to people, especially someone as welcoming as Jimmy.

			“A change of scene. A family member passed away, and there was nothing left for me in Manchester. I thought I’d make a fresh start.”

			“Well, you’re very welcome here. Go get yourself changed if you’re ready for a workout. We’d be glad for you to choose our gym,” Jimmy said.

			“Thanks.”

			Logan followed the sign to the changing room and started to change. This couldn’t have gone better. She had no idea her reputation would be remembered up here. She wrapped her hands in tape, then stowed her backpack in a locker and made her way down to the gym with her gloves and a bottle of water. She walked over to the mirrored wall at the back of the gym and started a warm-up. Logan went through her routine, bouncing on her toes while stretching her arms, loosening her shoulders and wrists.

			In the mirror she saw Jimmy walking towards her. “Logan, come and meet some of our guys.”

			She grabbed her gloves and water and headed over to the heavy bags. Jimmy stood by two boxers who were working on the heavy bags.

			“Boys, meet Logan Lightning Power. She was a double gold Olympian. These two are Ravi and Joey.”

			Ravi smiled. “I remember you—I was on the men’s national team when you competed. Good to meet you.”

			They both bumped fists with Logan. Ravi looked like a lightweight and Joey a muscular middleweight.

			“Good to meet you too. I’m just new to Glasgow and looking for a new start.”

			The bigger guy softly punched her shoulder. “You’re welcome here, bud. We watch out for each other here, so anything you need, just let us know.”

			“Thanks, I will,” Logan said.

			“Get after it, boys,” Jimmy said. “Let me show you around some more.”

			As they approached the ring in the middle of the gym, Jimmy said, “So, are you getting back into the fighting game?”

			“Nah, life moved on. I’d just like to work out.”

			Jimmy sat down on the edge of the ring. “It’ll be good to have you here. We are trying to attract more women to the gym. Our boss wants a female champion from the Sharkey gym. Having you here will make the place less intimidating to come in to.”

			“Have you got any female fighters yet?”

			“Aye, Molly Roberts.”

			“Good boxer.”

			Jimmy crossed his arms and nodded. “Needs some work, though. She’s moving from London in a few days. So anyway, I’ll let you get on. You need anything, just give us a shout.”

			“Thanks, Jimmy,” Logan said.

			Everyone was so friendly. She’d really landed on her feet here. It probably wouldn’t have been the case if she’d come out with questions about Nikki straight away. That was for another day.

			She went to the heavy bag to start.

			It felt so good to be working out again. The last month had been a blur of sadness, funeral preparations, and packing up her life to come up here to Scotland. Boxing training was where she lost herself, and it felt right. From the heavy bag she moved on to the speedball. This really got her heart rate going.

			Logan was a heavyweight boxer, known for her heavy hitting. The bone-shaking hits were bombs that had given her a clean sweep of pro knockouts.

			Unlike many heavyweights, she was fast, on her toes, but more unusually for her weight class, hand speed set her apart. Her phone chimed with the bell to end her round of speedball, so she grabbed a quick drink and used a towel to wipe down her face and shoulders.

			Even though she was training hard, Logan was being observant. Jimmy and his fellow trainer were watching her workout closely and talking. Were they suspicious about her appearance? Jimmy had been happy to meet her.

			Jimmy lifted punch mitts and walked over. “Logan? Fancy doing some pad work?”

			“Yeah. Love to.”

			They went to the boxing ring and got in. Logan pulled on her gloves, and they began some set routines.

			After a strong left hook, Jimmy said, “Whoa. You’ve got some power in those fists of yours.”

			“Thanks, but not as much as when I was a pro,” Logan said.

			They continued jabbing and punching, and talking every now and then. Logan was enjoying it. To be around people in the boxing community made her feel seen, and she let go of a lot of the strain she had been holding. A boxing gym had been her home since she was a teenager and was where she was happiest.

			“Where are you staying, Logan?”

			Logan bounced on her toes and threw a few jabs. “I’m in a budget hotel at the moment, but I need to get a job and find someplace to stay.”

			“How about helping us around here?”

			Logan stopped and tried to settle her breathing. She wasn’t expecting this. “Really?”

			“Really. I’ve been looking for a female coach, an ex-pro that could work with us here. Like I said, my boss wants more women to be attracted to this gym. There’s talent out there that could find a home here. But you know, a boxing gym can be an intimidating place.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Female staff would help with that. The other thing is, I’d like you to work with Molly. She is a great technical fighter, but she lacks confidence, that killer instinct and confidence that will create a personality to get her the big fights. We both know that the buzz around a boxer is important to get those chances.”
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