
  
    [image: Ashes]
  


  
    
      ASHES

      SINS Series Book 7

    

    
      
        EMMA SLATE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Tabula Rasa Publishing LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        ©2018 by Tabula Rasa Publishing, Inc.

        eISBN: 978-1-955098-04-5

        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

      

      

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Fall of a Kingdom

      

      
        Prologue

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Additional Works

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

          QUINN

        

      

    

    
      My husband gripped my hand and brought it to his lips. His dark eyes were lit with desire and triumph.

      I’d said the words to legally bind me to this man. If I hadn’t been a coward, I would’ve clamped my jaw shut and refused to marry him. But I had a healthy dose of self-preservation.

      Ori’s family surrounded me.

      I had no allies.

      No weapons.

      Nothing—except my memories. They’d come flooding back the moment I’d stepped up onto the altar. Once upon a time, I thought I’d stand next to another man—a blond man. I would’ve gladly given him the words of my heart. But he’d walked away.

      He’d walked away, and now I was married to someone else who stared at me like I was a prize he’d won.

      Ori guided me down the aisle, past our guests, his arm wrapped around me.

      “You’re beautiful,” he whispered, his mouth grazing the delicate Italian lace of my veil.

      “Thank you,” I said. My voice was calm, but my heart thundered in my chest. If only it could gallop away—if only my body could.

      “You’re no longer upset, are you?” he inquired as he led me toward the house where we’d have our wedding feast.

      “Upset?”

      “About Camilla?”

      Camilla who’d tried to kill me. Camilla and her severed finger. I swallowed down my revulsion and forced myself to lean into his side. “No, I’m not upset. Though I can’t say I’m at all pleased with how you chose to protect me.” I threw an amused smile at him. I wondered if he could tell it was fake. “I appreciate it, though. The protection, I mean.”

      Ori threw back his head and laughed. “I told you I would protect you. Actions speak louder than words, don’t you agree?”

      “Yup.” I tried to step away from him, but his grip tightened around me.

      “Where are you trying to go?” he demanded. His smile was playful, but his body was taut with tension.

      Instinctively, I placed my hand on his chest and looked up at him. I opened my eyes wide and fluttered my eyelashes. “I wanted to change out of the wedding dress and into a party dress,” I explained.

      He grinned and then his gaze swept down me. “Need some help with those buttons?”

      I nearly faltered, thinking about him touching me. But I was Quinn O’Malley, and I knew how to bluster my way through a situation. So, I pressed a kiss along his shaved jaw and said, “I do—but not from you. You, sir, get to wait until tonight before seeing me in my wedding lingerie.”

      Ori groaned. “Five minutes.”

      “No,” I playfully admonished. “Tonight. When we have the time. Now, we celebrate. Get me a glass of Prosecco.”

      “Bossy,” he murmured, eyes dilating in lust. “I like it.”

      I forced out a laugh and then ducked out of his arms. I picked up the skirt of my dress and hurried toward the house. When I made it to the door, I waved and then blew him a kiss. I dashed up the stairs, passing the photograph of the three boys, and ducked into the room that had my clothes.

      I did need help with all the tiny buttons on the dress, and I’d get one of the maids to help me, but first I needed a moment to gather my thoughts. I went into the bathroom and closed the door. I turned on the faucet, letting the water run. Only then did I finally give into my fear and cry.

      Ori had lied to me from the moment I’d woken up in the hospital.

      He didn’t love me.

      We hadn’t been planning a life together.

      I’d walked out on him.

      He’d used my amnesia against me.

      I compelled the tears away. I made sure my makeup was perfect, and then I turned off the water. With a deep breath, I opened the door and came face to face with Ori.

      He stared at me with fathomless brown eyes.

      I tried to bring a smile to my lips, but it wouldn’t come.

      Ori reached out and took my hands in his and brought my knuckles to his mouth. He kissed one hand and then the other. When I tried to pull back, he tightened his hold.

      I didn’t like the lurking shadows in his eyes. Dangerous.

      “Tell me something, Quinn,” he said, tone deceptively mild.

      My bones crunched in his strong grip, and I winced in pain.

      “When did your memory come back?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

          QUINN

        

      

    

    
      “My memory didn’t come back,” I lied.

      “Quinn, Quinn, Quinn,” he taunted. “Do you know one of the things I love most about you? Your inability to hide what you’re feeling. Your words say one thing, but your body doesn’t lie. You’re tense when I touch you. Your smile is slow to come.”

      He dropped my hands, and I instantly cradled them against my chest.

      “So, we can do this the hard way or the easy way. You lie to me again, and you won’t like the consequences. And as you know, I’m a man of my word. I follow through.” His dark eyes pinned me like an insect to a board. “Answer the question.”

      “After I said my vows,” I admitted. My voice sounded small, weak. Ineffectual. “It all came back.”

      He inhaled slowly. “Turn around.”

      I swallowed and for a brief moment, I thought about disobeying, but this was a man I didn’t recognize. Gone was the playful lover, the seducer. He’d gotten what he’d wanted, his ring on my finger. We were legally bound. He could hurt me. He would hurt me. I’d once been with Sasha. For some reason, he hated that.

      Now was not the time to go head-to-head with him, so I turned.

      I expected him to rip the dress from my body. To tear away the lace panties I wore and to sink himself inside of me. He was a monster; he’d be playing into the role.

      But Ori surprised me when he gently began undoing the buttons of my dress. And then he spoke. “Now that you have your memories back, I don’t need to watch what I say. I haven’t been completely honest with you, Quinn.”

      I held in a snort. That was putting it mildly. I placed my hand on the doorframe of the bathroom as he continued undressing me.

      “Abruzzo is my middle name, not my last. Do you know what that means?”

      I shook my head.

      “It means that your last name is not Abruzzo. It’s Marino.”

      “Marino?” I whispered.

      I felt him at my back, the heat of him, the strength. He was a brutal man, and he’d been hiding it from me. His lips brushed against my ear when he asked, “Does that name have meaning for you?”

      I nodded because I couldn’t answer. Words stuck in my throat.

      “Your father murdered my oldest brother. Sasha Petrovich took over New York Italian territory. I want it back.”

      “I’m payment,” I said, my tone wooden. “Aren’t I?”

      Ori’s hands reached around to gently cup my breasts as he thrust his erection against my back. “You were, Quinn. I had plans to destroy you. Destroy Sasha Petrovich’s woman, destroy Michael O’Malley’s daughter. I had plans to break you so thoroughly that I was going to send you back in pieces.” One of his hands dropped from my breasts. He wormed his way under the Italian lace skirt, his fingers diving into my panties. His pointer finger rested on the heat of me. If he’d wanted, he could’ve slid into my body, but he chose to leave his finger there, letting me know that he owned me.

      “Why didn’t you?” I asked quietly.

      His other hand skated down to my hip to haul me back up against him. “Your father died, Petrovich disappeared, and so I changed my course of action. And once I was in your bed, between your legs, I knew I wanted you for myself. I want you round with my child.”

      Ori’s finger gently began to stroke me. Flames of desire erupted under my skin. I tried to stop them, to quell my want for this man, but his hands were magic. It didn’t matter that he was a liar and that part of me hated him. He was right—my body did betray me.

      “You’re mine, Quinn,” he grated and then bit my earlobe.

      I screamed in pleasure, bowing taut. My release was swift and powerful—and completely out of my control. I collapsed against him.

      He whispered soft words of Italian to me as he continued to stroke me.

      I closed my eyes and wished I were anywhere else.

      Ori gently let me go and stepped back. “Change clothes and then come downstairs. I want to give a toast to my new bride.”
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          QUINN

        

      

    

    
      I heard the door click shut and breathed out a sigh of relief that I was alone. Leaning over, I took a deep lungful of air as I placed my cheek against the cool wall. I waited for my heartbeat to return to normal, for the flush on my skin to dissipate. Only then did I strip out of my wedding dress. I took the time to hang it up because it was a beautiful gown despite the memories now attached to it. I removed my veil and placed it across the vanity chair.

      When I was dressed in another white dress, this one classic yet stylish, I looked in the mirror.

      I was married to a Marino.

      It was not sinking in.

      Fear coated my tongue. Ori Marino was using me in a revenge plot. But Sasha had disappeared over a year ago, so if Ori thought marrying me would draw him out, then he was mistaken.

      I shivered when I thought about what Ori had said to me while his finger was inside my body. He’d made me feel expendable. Maybe I still was. I didn’t know. He was a sociopath. Sociopaths didn’t view love and emotion the same as normal people.

      He’d played on my weaknesses; I’d been alone and abandoned. He’d given me a picture of a beautiful family. No wonder I’d fallen for him. But clearly Ori didn’t love me. I was a prized broodmare.

      He would share my bed tonight—and every night thereafter. Bile threatened to climb up my throat, but I choked it down. Ori wouldn’t be satisfied until I was pregnant with his child. The child and I would be pawns. Extensions of him.

      Desolation threatened to consume me.

      There was a wedding feast to attend—and if Ori had to come back up here... He’d never been violent before. Would that change now?

      I shoved my feelings aside. There was no time to examine them. I reached for the doorknob of the bedroom when I heard the screams. I rushed down the stairs, nearly tripping in my haste to find the cause. I dashed outside, the smell of smoke on the air. It was pandemonium. Men were throwing their suit jackets onto chairs and running toward the vineyard—the vineyard that was on fire.

      Even Ori was in the thick of it, yelling in Italian, obviously directing people.

      His grandfather’s vineyard was going up in flames—a vineyard that had been in their family for generations. This was their livelihood, their legacy.

      And I took complete advantage of the situation. While Ori was distracted, as were most of the guests, I ran back into the house.

      I needed to escape.

      When I got to the bedroom, I immediately kicked off my heels and threw on a pair of black boots. They didn’t have a heel—and I had no way of knowing if they would be comfortable enough to run in, but anything was better than heels. I quickly looked for my purse. I couldn’t find it.

      Ori must’ve taken my passport and cell phone.

      “Fuck,” I cursed.

      Well, there was no use worrying about it. I’d have to make a run for it. I couldn’t go into the tiny town. The Abruzzos ran the little village.

      I had no allies, no money, no ID, no safe haven. But I was leaving anyway and taking my chances. Instead of heading down the front stairs, I took the back. I ducked into the library on the first floor and shut the door. My heart thumped loudly in my ears as I dashed toward the window. I threw it open and stuck my head out. Because it was on the opposite side of the house—away from the vineyard—no one would see me if I slipped away.

      I scrambled out the window, feeling an odd sense of déjà vu. It would be nice if my life didn’t resort to sneaking out windows trying to escape Ori.

      Just as I dropped to the ground, I heard someone coming. I thought about running for the band of trees, but I knew I wouldn’t get there in time. I expected to see a man in a suit, one of Ori’s men, but I nearly stumbled when I realized it was Camilla.

      She was wearing a blush taffeta dress, and her dark hair was twirled up in an elegant bun. Her right hand was bandaged.

      “You have a habit of climbing out windows,” she remarked. Her tone was mild, but her eyes couldn’t conceal her anger.

      “Oh, Camilla. Hello,” I said with feigned cheer. The woman terrified me. Anyone that could pretend to like me and then drug me with my own medication was not someone I wanted to mess with.

      “The wedding feast is on the other side of the house.”

      “Yes,” I said with a nod. “I was just thinking I’d get some fresh air before I joined the party.”

      “Fresh air? Cut the crap.” She took a menacing step toward me. “You were getting ready to make a run for it.”

      “So what if I was?” I snapped. My temper was on the end of a very frayed rope. “It’s none of your business.”

      “It is my business!”

      “Why don’t you go help put out the fire in the vineyard,” I taunted.

      “They don’t need my help. Ori has it under control. Your friends won’t succeed.”

      “Friends?” I asked, my heart suddenly speeding up. “What friends?”

      Camilla rolled her eyes. “I can’t imagine why he married you. You’re nothing but a dumb bitch!”

      She launched herself at me. Even though I was a few inches taller, she was fueled by rage, and she took me down. Before I knew it, I was embroiled in a full-on girl fight. Camilla maneuvered herself on top of me, and she wrapped her hands around my throat. She would’ve had a better grip except for the bandage.

      I went for the injured hand.

      She screamed and threw herself off me, giving me time to gulp a deep breath of air. I was ready to take off for the woods—screw the unknown, anything was better than getting my ass kicked by some crazy chick—but as I stood up, Camilla hurled stones at me. Unfortunately, the bitch had a good arm, and she clocked me a few times. My arms took the brunt of it, but one stone managed to hit my shoulder when I ducked at the last moment, trying to protect my head.

      The last thing I needed was another head injury.

      Her energy was limitless. With her pointed aims, she started herding me toward the vineyard—toward the fire.

      I had to take Camilla down. She was the only thing standing in my way of escaping. She was insane, unbalanced, and completely delusional. She cursed at me in a mixture of Italian and English.

      She grasped a jagged, pale gray stone, weighing it in her hand. If that thing hit its mark, it would do some serious damage.

      “What’s the matter, pretty girl,” she jeered. “Afraid to fight?”

      “This isn’t a fight; it’s an ambush,” I threw out. Anything to keep her talking. Anything to give me some time to think.

      “He’ll thank me, you know. Eventually.”

      “Plan to take my place?” I smirked. “You do remember he was the one who cut off your finger for trying to kill me. What do you think he’ll do this time?”

      My words made her pause, but then she started advancing on me again. “You seduced him. He’ll give up everything he’s working for because of you.”

      I shook my head. “What are you talking about?”

      “Revenge,” she spat. “For the deaths of his father and brother. For his best friend.”

      “His best friend…” I murmured. “You mean Igor?”

      “Your boyfriend shot him in cold blood. And Ori means to make him pay.”

      Nausea surged in my belly at Camilla’s words. And while I was too busy working through it, she charged me. Even though she was in heels and I was in boots, I still went down.

      She aimed the rock for my head and swung. The few hours of training I’d once had with Sasha kicked in. I bucked my body, dislodging Camilla from atop me. The rock missed my head but landed on my shoulder. I immediately picked it up and gripped it in my hand.

      And while Camilla was down, I swung with all my force. The rock landed with a sickening crunch to the side of her head. Her eyes rolled back, and her body went limp.

      I stood on shaky legs and peered down at her. The yells were diminishing. Maybe they were getting the fire under control. I didn’t have much time.

      I dropped the rock and ran for the woods.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 4


          

          SASHA

        

      

    

    
      “Where the fuck is she?” I demanded, adrenaline surging through my body. “How could she not be in her room?”

      “Don’t fucking yell at me,” Barrett growled. “The White Company did their job: they set the vineyard on fire so I could sneak into the house and find Quinn. She wasn’t in the room Brandon told us she was in. So if you want to blame anyone, blame Brandon and his shitty Intel.”

      I raked a hand through my hair—or what was left of it. We were essentially a three-man operation.

      A surge of rage made me unbalanced. The bastard had married her, and I hadn’t been there in time to stop it. She now shared his last name. I was ready to tear trees out by their roots, but I knew it wouldn’t do any good getting distracted.

      I’d kill Ori Marino, and then he’d no longer be Quinn’s husband.

      But I couldn’t kill him until we found Quinn and she was safe.

      I wanted to charge in, dismantle the house brick by brick. I was just about to do it when Barrett put her hand on my arm to stop me.

      “Hold on,” she said. “Brandon’s calling.” She put her cell phone to her ear. “Yeah? Shit, really? Okay. We’re on it. Tie up the loose ends with The White Company and then meet us at the plane.” She paused again. “No, we won’t leave you behind, Brandon. Shut up or I’ll kick your ass the next time I see you.” She hung up.

      “What happened?” I demanded. My skin felt itchy with the need to move, to do something.

      “He scouted the area behind the house—he found a body by the library.”

      “A body?”

      “A woman’s,” she clarified. “Not Quinn, obviously. Brandon saw boot prints heading in the direction of the woods.”

      I sighed. “Quinn went into the woods?”

      “Yup.”

      “Without a firearm I’m guessing,” I muttered. “Not that she’d know how to use it.”

      “I can take Brandon and find her,” Barrett volunteered. “You can stay at the vineyard and…”

      “Find Marino?” I shook my head. “Not with his entire family around. Not with all these witnesses. No, I’m going to draw the bastard out—like he’s been doing to me. We have to find Quinn before he does.”

      “Okay.” Barrett stuck her phone inside her back pocket. “Let’s go.”

      We started off at a brisk pace, backtracking away from the house. Though it would’ve been easier to take the direct path to the woods, I was afraid someone would see us.

      Part of me thought about slowing down, to give Barrett an easier time, but she didn’t complain and kept up.

      “You’re in good shape,” I commented. “Were you ever in this good of shape?”

      She snorted as our feet pounded dirt and leaves. “Nope. I was always a runner, though. That comes back pretty easily. But I’ve been doing a lot of training…you know, to make up for my hip and knee. I’m going to need some monster painkillers when we get to the plane. Then again, I might just settle for Scotch. I like the effects a lot better.”

      We made it to the main road and then cut up a hill and headed for the trees. I’d done my research of the Abruzzo land and surrounding areas. The thicket wasn’t big—only about a mile wide. It still wasn’t ideal, trying to find Quinn this way, but she’d been untraceable these last many days. She hadn’t been carrying a phone—or if she had been—we hadn’t been able to track her that way. Marino had done everything he could to keep her under the radar.

      “This is a terrible idea,” Barrett said. “How the hell are we supposed to⁠—”

      A flock of birds flew over us, the flap of their wings and their calls loud in the otherwise quiet air. I shot Barrett a look and grinned. “Something startled them,” I said. “Something that isn’t a hunter. My guess? Quinn is that direction.”

      “You knew that how?” Barrett demanded as she followed me.

      “My childhood.”

      “Are you going to tell me anything about that time in your life?”

      “It sucked. That’s all you need to know about it.”

      We stopped talking and continued to trek through the woods. I drew my weapon just in case it wasn’t Quinn, but a Marino or an Abruzzo, with the same intention of finding Quinn.

      The brush of trees cleared away to reveal a flat spot with a few logs and a fire circle. We stopped for a moment to catch our breath. A twig snapped, and I whirled, my Glock raised.

      Quinn stumbled into the clearing. Her ankle twisted, and she went down on her hands and knees. And then she let out a long list of curses.

      It was the most beautiful sound I’d ever heard.

      “Quinn?” Barrett said, taking a step toward her. “Are you okay?”

      “No, I’m not okay,” Quinn snapped. She raised her head to glare at Barrett, and then her eyes slid to mine. “You’re late.”

      My breath nearly caught in my lungs. “You know who I am?”

      Quinn slowly stood up and tested weight on her ankle. She wrinkled her nose when it obviously gave her a twinge of discomfort. “Yeah, you jerk, I know who you are.”

      I wanted to laugh. Instead, I settled for a smile. “You’ve got your memory back.”

      “You knew about my amnesia?”

      “Can we play catch up later?” Barrett asked. “These woods are giving me the creeps.”

      “You and nature,” I said, finally unable to hold back my laughter. “We need to get out of here.”

      I thought about going to Quinn, but I knew if I did, I’d take her into my arms and never let go. And now was not the time or the place to make amends. All I wanted to do was breathe her in.

      “Some rescue mission,” Quinn drawled. “You couldn’t have gotten here an hour ago?”

      “Things went a little…awry,” Barrett said. She jogged over to Quinn and pulled her into her arms. A moment later, Quinn’s arms went around her, but her eyes remained on me.

      Barrett whispered something in Quinn’s ear I couldn’t hear. It had Quinn smiling and nodding. Barrett pulled away and then took Quinn’s hand.

      “Can you walk okay?” Barrett asked.

      “Yes.” Quinn took a step forward. I could tell it hurt, but she bit down on her lip and kept going forward.

      Barrett looked at me. “Back the way we came?”

      I shook my head. “I know a shortcut to the car. This way.”
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      We hiked silently through the woods. Sasha walked in front, I was in the middle, and Barrett brought up the rear. My ankle ached with every step, but I refused to complain. I stared at Sasha’s back. It was solid, firm, and even through his shirt, I could tell he was cut. More cut than he’d ever been, maybe.

      He felt like a stranger.

      And though I was glad they’d both come for me, I wasn’t exactly thrilled with having to deal with Sasha.

      There were a lot of things between us left unsaid and when we got into it, I knew we’d really get into it.

      I didn’t know him anymore, and yet I still loved him. Despite that he’d left me. Despite that he was late in rescuing me—the point was, he had come for me.

      About an hour later, we made it to the car. They’d pulled it off the road and hid it among the bushes.

      “Quinn upfront,” Sasha commanded.

      “Aye, aye,” Barrett teased with an irreverent salute. She shot me a wink and gripped my hand tightly in hers. She gave it a squeeze and then let go.

      We climbed into the car, and Sasha started the engine. I leaned back against the seat, finally giving in to my exhaustion. The last couple of days had drained me.

      A phone vibrated and a moment later, Barrett said, “Brandon got a ride with Angelo. He’s safe, and he’ll meet us on the tarmac.”

      “Brandon’s here?” I asked. My voice came out a croak. Between Camilla’s hands around my neck and not talking for an hour, my throat was sore.

      Sasha handed me a bottle of water and then put the car into gear. “Kilmartin came, da.”

      “Who’s Angelo?” I unscrewed the lid and took a drink. When I had my fill, I sighed and set the bottle between my legs.

      “Leader of The White Company,” Sasha finally said.

      My eyes widened in surprise when I looked at him—and then I glanced behind me at Barrett. She nodded in confirmation.

      “They set the fire?” I guessed.

      “Yup,” Barrett said. “Please don’t ask us anything else about them. We’re not at liberty to say.”

      “We?” I asked.

      Sasha cursed in Russian. “Barrett came with me to meet them. I needed back up.”

      “Why not get your men?” I wondered.

      “Too many reasons to list,” Sasha said. He maneuvered the car out of the bushes and down the small hill to the main road.

      “There are a lot of things we should discuss,” Barrett said, “but only once we’re Scotland bound.”

      “I don’t want to go to Scotland,” I stated, trying to assert what little independence I had. For too long I’d been at the mercy of Ori. I wanted some control back.

      “Too bad,” Sasha said.

      “Idiot,” Barrett muttered.

      I ignored her. “I have a right to⁠—”

      “You married Ori Marino, and that fucker will stop at nothing to get you back. You’re not going to Boston where he can find you so easily again. We’re going to Scotland where we will discuss how to get you out of this mess. This stupid mess that you got yourself into.”

      “Big idiot,” Barrett voiced.

      “Shut up, Barrett!” Sasha growled.

      “No, you shut up,” I yelled. “You want to know why I’m in this fucking mess to begin with? Because of you, you prick!”

      His jaw clenched. “Leaving you was the right thing to do.”

      “I’m not even talking about that,” I snapped, hurt stinging my feelings. “Ori thinks you killed Igor Dolinsky.”

      Barrett leaned forward and put her head between our shoulders and waited for me to say more.

      I slumped down in my seat, suddenly cold. I reached out to open the vents, needing some heat. Sasha turned on the dial, and immediately hot air caressed my fingers.

      Pinching the bridge of my nose, I said, “He’s after you for so many reasons, Sasha. He wants the New York territory back that you took from the Italians. If I had to guess, I’d say he assumes you killed his father, too.”

      “The FBI killed Marino Sr.,” Sasha said, voice clipped.

      “But you and Flynn set him up. Whatever. But I didn’t even get the feeling he cared as much about his father as he did about the death of his best friend.”

      Barrett let out a slow breath.

      “He”—I swallowed and refused to look at Sasha—“wanted to destroy me because my father killed his brother. And because you and I—we once…”

      “Mess,” Barrett murmured. “God damn mess.”

      “It’s a mess we’ll worry about later,” Sasha snapped. “Right now, we’ve got bigger problems to worry about.”

      “Bigger problems?” I demanded, finally facing him, facing the man whom I loved who didn’t love me back. Who’d walked away from us. “What could possibly be a bigger problem?”

      Sasha gestured with his chin. “Street is closed. And the local police are stopping cars.”

      “No,” I whispered.

      “Da,” Sasha said, tone dark. “Your husband knows I’m here.”
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      I’d killed a lot of men. Tortured my fair share too. Not because I’d wanted to, or got off on it in any way, but when you held a position of power, people had to know you couldn’t be fucked with.

      I was suddenly swarmed with ideas—creative, inventive ideas of how I was going to rip Ori Marino apart. That, I relished.

      He’d seduced Quinn, married her, all orchestrated masterfully in his grand plot for revenge.

      I knew a thing or two about revenge. I was fucking Russian.

      “What do we do?” Quinn asked. Her voice was shaky. “I can’t go back there. I won’t.”

      Before I knew what I was doing, I reached over and set my hand on her thigh and gave it a squeeze. “You think I’m going to let that happen?”

      I felt her body instantly relax under my touch.

      “You have your piece?” I asked Barrett.

      “Yup.”

      “Good. Now point it at Quinn—and follow my lead. You”—I looked at Quinn and flashed her an arrogant grin—“pretend we kidnapped you.”

      She let out a breath but then nodded. “Okay.”

      The Italian policeman waved us up. I rolled to a stop and lowered my window. “Problem, officer?” I asked in Italian with a wide smile.

      The young man in uniform peered into the car. He looked at Quinn and recognition flashed on his face before his eyes slid to Barrett’s pistol.

      “No, no problem,” he said with a wave of his hand to let us through.

      I rolled up the window and floored it. Out of the rearview mirror, I caught the officer pulling out a cell phone, no doubt to call Ori Marino.

      “You can put the gun away now,” Quinn said.

      “Sorry,” Barrett said. “That was too easy.”

      “He wanted to make sure,” I said.

      “Make sure?” Quinn asked.

      “That it was me who came for you.”

      “So he didn’t really let me go, did he?” Quinn looked out the window, and I couldn’t see the expression on her face. “He won’t give up.”

      “Neither do I.”

      She let out a strangled laugh. “Yeah. You don’t give up. That’s priceless.”

      Unresolved tension settled in the car—along with silence. And then Barrett broke it when she said, “This is going to be a fun plane ride home. On that note, can you go faster?”

      “I’m doing ninety,” I muttered.

      “Fuck, in that case, slow down and pull over. You shouldn’t be driving.”

      “I can drive fine,” I snapped.

      “You’re blind in one eye. I should be driving.”

      “I’ll slow down, but I’m not giving up the driver’s seat,” I stated, easing off the gas.

      At some point, Barrett fell asleep in the back seat. Quinn took to staring out the window. I wanted to watch her, drink her in, but I’d just been reminded that I had only one good eye, and I needed it to ensure we didn’t crash. I got us to the tarmac in one piece—just as the sun was beginning to set.

      Barrett tiredly trudged toward the plane, her limp pronounced. I’d hear hell from Campbell—but it wasn’t like anyone could ever tell Barrett what to do.

      Quinn got out of the car and stared up at the plane, almost like she wasn’t seeing it. Then she smiled. “Been a while since I’ve seen this plane.” She squared her shoulders and went to board.

      I took a moment to admire the sight of her. Despite her dirt-stained white dress and black boots, which didn’t match, she looked regal and beautiful.

      But I knew if I tried to touch her, hold her, she’d rebel. I had a lot of ground to make up for, and she wouldn’t give in easily. Still, rescuing her on her wedding day to a tyrant probably went a long way.

      I climbed the stairs after her. Barrett was already seated and sipping on a glass of Scotch. “Brandon called. He should be here in about twenty. I told him if he wasn’t, then he could find his own way back to Dornoch. We have precious cargo.” She shot Quinn a smile.

      Quinn gave her one back and then looked at me, the smile slipping. She tightened her seat belt and looked out the window.

      I sat next to her because I refused to be ignored.

      She sighed.

      “Are you sure we can’t leave Kilmartin?” I demanded. “I’m ready to get the hell out of Italy.”

      Barrett snorted but didn’t deign to reply. We were both exhausted, and I knew the moment she finished her Scotch and numbed out, she’d fall asleep.

      “Will you look at me, Quinn?” When she refused, I added, “Please?”

      Reluctantly, she faced me, but her eyes didn’t meet mine. She stared at a spot over my shoulder. She was pale—she’d always been fair, but her skin looked wan. And there were smudges of tiredness beneath her eyes.

      “When was the last time you really slept?”

      Her eyes slipped back to mine. “It’s been a few days.”

      “I just need to know one thing—and the rest I’ll wait on.”

      She swallowed. “What?”

      “Did he hurt you?” I pitched my voice low, soft.

      Her green eyes shone bright with unshed tears. “Yes, Sasha. He hurt me.”

      “He put his hands on you?”

      Quinn smiled, but it was sad. “And you still don’t get it, do you?”

      “Get what?”

      “I wish he’d put his hands on me. It would’ve been easier.” She shook her head and then wiped the tears that escaped the corners of her eyes. “There are so many worse things than a slap to the face or a kick to a rib. He made me hope. Ori Marino made me hope.”
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