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Prologue

Sienna

The officiant clasped my hand between his bony fingers. “My deepest condolences, Sienna.” 

The downpour had plastered his thinning hair over his pale forehead. He hadn’t been prepared for the rain either, and we were both drenched to the bones. 

The knot in my throat swelled, so I nodded while he kept comforting me. 

“Your mother was a gentle soul, and she will be greatly missed.” He tapped the back of my hand. “Greatly missed.” 

I’d started missing her nine months ago when the cancer had returned for the fourth time. It’d been more aggressive, and it’d ended up taking the woman who had been my whole world. Rolling thunder growled through the deserted cemetery. 

The man’s brows furrowed. “Are you here alone?” 

Mr. Cranston, Mom’s and my boss at the bank, had sent flowers. The family she’d had left—her parents had died when I was a toddler, and she had no siblings—hadn’t been able to make the trip from England. Mom’s friends and some of the nurses who had cared for her over the years had come and gone. And there would be no wake.

Shivering, I blurted, “Gabby was supposed to be here, but I guess she...” I let the resigned hitch of my shoulders conclude what hurt too much to voice. My best friend was a no-show.

Releasing my hand, his fingers gripped his collar, and his chin scrooched down into his shoulders, readying for the trek back to his car through the inclement weather. “Take care, my child.” 

A sob bubbled out of my chest. I wasn’t anyone’s child. Not anymore. 

The unrelenting rainfall pelted the soft ground in minuscule punches. Mom loved rain. She used to say it had been part of her British DNA. Me, I must have taken after the father I’d never met.

As suddenly as it had started, the rain stopped, and I lifted my face toward the skies welcoming Caitlin Winslow to her new home.

“Sienna Winslow?”

I jumped at the male voice behind me. Spinning toward it, I stared at the tall, older man. His navy-blue three-piece suit, the sky-blue shirt, and the silver and dark blue tie looked expensive. 

“May I speak with you?”

It was formulated as a question, but his inflection landed as an order. A black car beside which a black-suited man was standing loomed a few feet behind him. 

I fastened my hand around the bottom of the strap of my purse and took two steps back. “Who are you and how do you know my name?”

His expression softened. No, not softened exactly, more like blanked. “Maybe we should discuss this in a more civilized setting.”

My mind stuttered, and I gaped at him. “The setting is my mother’s funeral, so I really don’t care if it’s not civilized enough for you.”

Brushing past him, I started toward my car.

“Sienna, please wait,” he called to my back.

I kept walking.

“Wait.”

He was closing in, so I sped up. “Sienna, my name is Nigel Morrison, and I believe I’m your father.” 

That stopped me.

I pivoted slowly toward him. When he was, yet again, standing before me, I gawked at him. “What?”

“I’m your father.”

That was when I noticed his eyes. The same ones that had been reflected back at me in the mirror.

My eyes—and his—were an odd shade of mustard yellow, circled by a dark brown ring. Demon eyes, some jerks had called it when I was younger. But I hadn’t cared. In fact, my eyes were my only exceptional features.

Was he the reason why Mom moved us to California when I was five? 

The sun breached through the clouds while I stared at him. Maybe it was because I was suddenly a little less alone in this world, but I planted my wet face against his perfect shirt and fisted the lapels of his perfectly cut jacket. And I cried.

He gently patted my back. “There, there, little dear. I found you. All will be well.” 
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Chapter One—The new Cinderella
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Sienna

Gabby hopped onto my bed, and her whole body bounced in a flurry of prettiness. 

“Shit, Nana. You’ve told me on the phone, but holy shit. Look at this place. You’re like Cinderella! My dad knows yours well, so that makes us like sisters.”

I neared the foot of the bed. “I thought being best friends made us sisters.”

“New filthy rich daddy, new house, you even looked different.” She perused me with an approving nod. “I think you’ve lost weight too.”

The DNA test had confirmed I was Nigel’s child. My mother had been a fling during a business trip in the UK twenty-three years ago. He’d been married at the time—he still was, but to his third wife—and Mom hadn’t told him about the pregnancy. As luck would have it, he’d been on his way to Sacramento when he’d spotted Mom’s name in the obits section of a local newspaper. 

The last few weeks had been a whirlwind. I’d finally finished my degree in Comparative Literature, and Mr. Cranston had offered me a permanent position as his assistant. But mostly, I’d missed my best friend. 

She’d returned from Sydney two days ago, and I’d been so happy to have my friend back that I’d pushed the hurt and betrayal I’d felt at her desertion to the back of my mind and invited her over for lunch at my new place. 

But Gabby had double booked her Saturday, so I had lunch by myself. 

After a tour of the condo Nigel had rented for me and paid for a year in advance, the first thing she’d done had been to check my new wardrobe. Now, two hours after she’d parked her sports car in my driveway, she was lying on her side, propped up on her bent elbow at the bottom end of my new bed. 

Nigel told me he was trying to make up for lost time. And boy had he ever. The condo was the latest in the long list of his extremely generous gestures. One I’d accepted because after sifting through Mom’s things, the weight of her absence had been suffocating. He’d also hired a personal shopper who’d helped me pick a brand-new wardrobe. But I’d declined the new car. Mine was old but well taken care of. I’d also refused the thousands of dollars stipend he’d offered. He’d insisted, but I’d stood my ground.

Gabby sprang off the bed and strutted to the en suite. “You have make-up now, and the bathroom’s bigger than your old living room.”

That was an exaggeration, but I understood what she meant. The luxuriously furnished two-bedroom house with a dropping backyard and a huge deck was spacious. The late afternoon sunrays were bathing the bedroom, which had a long terrace wide enough for a wicker two-seater sofa and an iron cast forged table. 

When she leaped back onto the middle of the yellow comforter, she did it with her shoes on. 

I moved closer to the bed. “Gabby, take your shoes off, honey.”

The change in her expression was one I’d witnessed often but rarely directed at me.

“Being rich turned you into a bitch, Nana.”

My back snapped straight. “Don’t call me names. And stop calling me ‘Nana.’ You know I don’t like it.” When her eyes narrowed into slits, I pitched my voice low. “I’m not rich, Nigel is. And your family is probably as rich as he is. Take off your shoes or get off my bed.”

With her gaze locked onto mine, Gabby reached for her right foot. She curled her fingers around the stiletto heel and pulled the brown leather pump off. Then she flicked her wrist, sending it flying to the side of the bed. The thump was softened by the rug. The second one made more of a clack as it hit the wooden floor.

She threw her hands, palms up, by her sides. “Happy now?”

My knees butted against the side of the mattress. “I buried my mom. Alone. Because my best friend, my only friend, couldn’t delay her family vacation by one day to be with me the day I needed her the most. A father I don’t know wants to put me in a bubble made of money.” I exhaled a long breath and inched my face until her minted breath brushed my nose. “Now, that same friend is giving me attitude because I asked her to take her dirty shoes off my bed. So, no, Gabby, I am not happy.” 

After straightening up, I raked my fingers through my awesome new haircut. “You should go. I still have some unpacking to do. I’ll text you tomorrow.”

The next second, she was in front of me with her arms wrapped around my shoulders. I didn’t move. She slanted back, and her voice softened. “Nana, you know I get weird around sad people.”

Gabby’s way of dealing with anything steering her away from fun was to run. Fast. I knew about her emotionally vacant childhood, and I understood. But still.

My throat and my nose stung. “I’m not ‘sad people’.” 

Tilting her head to the side with an apologetic smile, she said, “I know, and I should have been there.”

She tightened her hug. “Come on, bestie. I’m here now.”

On a deep breath, I hugged her back. “Seriously sweetie, you should go. I’m meeting Nigel’s son tonight.”

My friend twisted her mouth in a comical grimace. “Yeesh, let’s hope he’ll be nicer than Furiosa.” 

I couldn’t help but giggle. It was her nickname for Nigel’s wife, Kimberly, a stunning redhead, who had not welcomed my arrival in his life with grace, to put it lightly. 

Furiosa was an apt name for her.

Gabby tsked. “I’ve seen her at boring charity galas, and the woman looks downright slutty.”

That was a little mean. And not true. I blinked while my brain processed her words. “Gabby, I know you didn’t mean it, but that sounds a lot like internalized misogyny, sweetie.”

Her lips pinched before she flipped her hair over her shoulder. “You should ask your dad for a job in one of his companies. I’m Director of Digital Engagement at Ashford Corporation because the old cronies in the PR department don’t know Instagram from TikTok. And all I have to do is not piss Jerry off while Farrah keeps herself busy by banging her yoga teachers.

Gabby called her parents by their first names, which I always found a little strange, but utterly fascinating. 

I pecked her cheek. “I know you find my job boring, but I’m good at it, and it leaves me plenty of time for my writing and—”

When she made a snoring sound before her forehead hit my shoulder, I giggled. Then I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and firmly nudged her toward the door. 

Stopping, she pivoted, and her voice peppered with excitement. “Don’t forget, I got us on the VIP list at the Silver Shell on Friday.”

I hadn’t forgotten, nightclubs were just not my scene, but I loved dancing, and I was looking forward to spending some fun time with Gabby. “How can I forget? We’re celebrating my graduation.”

After more pushing, there was another stop and pivot from Gabby. “Wear the black Hervé Leger and the gold Manolos I saw in your wardrobe.”

“Bye, Gabby.”

Once she’d waved from her hatchback BMW, I shut the door of my new abode and ambled back to the three boxes waiting to be unpacked. I’d just knelt in front of the first box when the chime of my doorbell snaked through the house. Geez. Gabby. 
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Chapter Two—You have his eyes
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Sienna

I yanked the door open, but instead of Gabby, an elegantly dressed woman with shoulder-length, brown hair stood on the porch. Her gaze glided slowly over me before coming back to my face.

“You have his eyes. That’s why he’s keeping you,” she said quietly.

I gawked at the bizarre opening while my fingers tightened around the door handle. “Can I help you with something?”

Flicking her curls back, she said, “My name’s Rowena Wheelan, and I’m your half-sister. Can we talk?” 

My mind reeled for a few seconds. I blinked and took half a step back. “I’m sorry, but I think you have the wrong address.” 

When I pushed the door, she shot out her hand to stop it. “Please, Sienna. Hear me out. I’m Nigel’s first illegitimate daughter, and there’re things you need to know about our father. Can we please talk?”

Wow. That was just... wow. As I stood there, the woman cleared her throat.

“Can I come in?” 

“Of course.” 

Once we were in the living room, her gaze took in the well decorated space.

“He must really like you,” she murmured.

“Ms. Wheelan—”

“Roe, people call me ‘Roe’.” She rolled her lips together and sighed. “I’m not supposed to be here. And I could get in a lot of trouble.” She must have read my expression because she added, “Don’t worry. It’s nothing that a good lawyer can’t fix. Kimmy couldn’t stop talking about you, so I had to meet you.” 

“Do you mean Kimberly Morrison?” 

“The one and only. Every time another pretender shows up at her house, she comes for a treatment.”

The strange woman wasn’t making any sense. “A treatment?”

She nodded. “She’s one of my customers. I own Every Goddess, the SPA and hair salon on Elm and Prairie.”

The ‘pretender’ thing would explain Kimberly’s dislike of me a little more. But not why this woman, my half-sister—dear God, I had a half-sister—was in my house.

The corner of her mouth curled in a way that reminded me of Gabby when she was sad.

“Do you want to sit down, Roe? I can make us coffee. I also have tea, if you prefer.”

“No, thank you, but we should sit down.”

We settled in the kitchen. After hooking her purse on the edge of the back of the chair, she interlinked her fingers on the small table. 

I pulled my chair in and exhaled slowly. The silence stretched, and I offered what I hoped was a smile.

After a big breath, her gaze hooked onto mine. “When I was seven, my mother told me Nigel was my father. Then we went to see him.” 

Her voice lowered. “He barely looked at me... I still remember sitting in that big armchair while my mother and he talked in another room. A few weeks after we provided a DNA test, Mom and I moved into a big, nice house she wouldn’t have been able to afford on her salary.”

Her hands were clasped on the table and close enough for me to reach them, but she continued talking, so I curled my fingers into a fist.

“Don’t feel sorry for me. My stepdad is a great guy. For all intents and purposes, he’s my real dad, and I love my two baby brothers. When I turned eighteen, Nigel gave us a lot of money and made us sign an NDA barring us from ever claiming anything else from him.” Her dry scoff grated my ears. “I signed it. If that was all he was going to give me, I figured I might as well take it.”

When she finally paused, I slumped in my chair. 

Who was Nigel Morrison? 

I took a deep breath. “Why are you telling me this? I’m not asking him for anything.”

She watched me for a few seconds. “Nigel Morrison only thinks about one person, and that’s Nigel Morrison. Always. I don’t know if he keeps you around because he really loved your mother, or because you have the same eyes as him, but—”

“My mother died a month ago.”

She frowned. “Shit, I’m sorry to hear that. But Sienna, trust me, Nigel is not a good person, and you should stay away from him.” 

While I gaped at her, she stood up slowly. As my brain stopped imploding, I got on my feet and led her to the front door. 

On the porch, she said, “Take care, Sienna.”

Back to the living room, I retrieved one of my favorite pictures of Mom from the unpacked box and pressed her smiling face against my chest.

****
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Seated at the back of the chauffeured car Nigel had sent to pick me up, my mind was buzzing with the conversation I’d had with Rowena. I’d just assumed I was Nigel’s only illegitimate child, but the part that niggled at my heart was his treatment of a little girl who’d just wanted her dad. 

The car stopped in the driveway of the mini castle. While the driver gallantly helped me out, the heavy front door opened onto the taciturn butler. He was dressed in a black suit with a white shirt and a black tie. The only things missing were the haughtiness and the British accent. 

“Good evening, Mr. Munch.”

On a curt nod, he shifted sideways to let me in. “Just Munch, Ms. Winslow.” 

“All right, Mr. Just Munch. Do you think you can call me Sienna? Not ‘Just Sienna.’ Sienna?” 

He didn’t reply, but I could have sworn his lips had twitched before he reached for my summer coat. I followed him down the intimidating archway leading to what Nigel called the informal dining room. Walking past the antique armchairs placed on each side of an ornate mirror, I wondered if that was where Rowena had sat, waiting for her father to reject her.

At the other end of the wide expanse of polished and dark wooden floor, a pair of double doors opened on a vast room where a dining room seating twelve sat on top of a Persian-inspired rug. The floor-to-ceiling bay windows were draped with matte velvet maroon curtains, adding to the stifling feel of the room. 

Nigel, standing beside a younger man by the large bar, strode toward me. 

Both men were wearing well-cut suits and buttoned-up shirts opened at the collar. 

Once he was near, he greeted me with a kiss on my cheek. “Hello, Sienna. How are you, my little dear?”

“I’m well, Nigel. How are you?”

Nigel curled a protective arm around me. “Have you thought more about calling me ‘Dad’?”

He’d asked numerous times. And I had thought about it long and hard, but as happy as I was to have found people I belonged with, it just hadn’t felt right. But I was hoping that someday, it would.

“Nigel, we barely know each other.”

His eyes narrowed briefly before the pressure of his arm around my shoulders lessened, and his jaw relaxed.

“Come meet your brother.”

After discreetly wiping my damp palms on my jumpsuit, I followed him farther into the room, and toward the other man.

Slightly taller than Nigel, he had a neatly trimmed beard and a kind smile. He proffered his hand. “Hi, Sienna. I’m Joel. Pleased to meet you.”

“Hi, Joel. Very pleased to meet you, too.”

He kept my hand in his and leaned closer as the corner of his mouth kicked up. “Welcome to the family.”

My eyes filled with tears in a surprising rush of emotions. Blinking fast, I quickly dropped my gaze to my feet. Once my tears were under control, I rolled my shoulders back and looked at him.

“I’m sorry. I just—”

“No, I apologize, Sienna.” Joel’s tone warmed while his other hand covered mine. “That was indelicate of me. Dad said your mother was your only family.”

I cleared my throat. “Thank you for welcoming me.”

Slanting closer, he asked, “Will it make it worse if I say that’s what family is for?”

This time my smile was genuine. “No. No, it won’t.” 

Releasing my hand, he smiled back. “Crisis averted then.” 

As he readied to speak further, the clickety of high heels echoed in the room.

“Oh, she’s here,” Kimberly said from behind me.

“Here comes Mommy Dearest,” Joel muttered.

The quip was so unexpected from this straight-laced man that a giggle spurted out of my throat. I tried to hide it behind a cough, but I ended up snorting, which made Joel grin wider.

I pivoted toward the door just as Kimberly strutted in. Her hips were encased in a tight mini gold skirt paired with an unbuttoned man’s white shirt and skyscraper black heels. The shirt collar was up, standing out against her long red hair. She rocked the daring outfit. 

Kimberly touched her husband’s upper arm. “Isn’t your daughter just the cutest?”

After my conversation with Rowena, I really wanted to be more understanding of Nigel’s wife’s feelings, but her condescending tone wasn’t making it easy. When Nigel French kissed her, I focused on the swirly patterns of the beautiful rug. 

Joel touched my shoulder. “Sienna, would you like something to drink?”

I rarely drank, but meeting my reassuringly normal half-brother made me adventurous. Peeking at his glass, I smiled. “What are you drinking?”

“Gin and Tonic with BEG gin. Would you like one?”

“Yes, please. And thank you.”

Joel winked. “Coming up.”

****

[image: ]


After dinner, we’d moved to a living room, decorated entirely in whites, creams, and beiges.

The meal had been delicious and more decadent than what I was used to. Mom had been a stickler for a healthy diet, which fortunately had given me a taste for clean and simple food. 

Joel had sat in the corner of the loveseat across from the larger sofa where I’d tucked myself in. Nigel and Kimmy throned in its middle. I pushed my back against the sofa and scanned over our quartet. My heart pinched, but not in a bad way. It was as if Mom had been so worried about me being alone, she’d sent me a new family. Thank you, Mom.

My half-brother was a cardiac surgeon who lived in Japan, and whose mother, Nigel’s first wife, had moved to Brazil. As I canted forward to hear more about his interesting life, Nigel started coughing. A hacking cough he covered with a hollow fist against his mouth.

Joel leaped from his seat and crouched in front of his father. “Dad, what’s wrong?”

Kimberly had retreated two feet away from Nigel, and her face was pale. I didn’t know what to do. Frozen, I sat there while my heart stomped against my chest. There was something almost... I didn’t know, but it reminded me of those old black-and-white movies when the actresses fainted with a dramatic flourish. Or maybe I was just scared to lose my other parent so soon after he’d found me. 

While Joel pushed firmly on Nigel’s shoulders, urging him to lay back, Kimberly neared my side.

She gave my arm a gentle squeeze. “He’s going to be fine, just a leftover from a bad cold. I’ll ask the driver to take you home.”

When I rose to my feet, Nigel held out his hand. I perched beside him while he wrapped his hands around mine.

“I’m sorry, my little dear. I’m a little under the weather. I’ll send the car, and we’ll have lunch tomorrow.”

I had a lot to think about, and I honestly needed a little distance. “Just rest, Nigel. And I’ll see you when you get better.”

His jaw hardened slightly, and he must have been tired because he hadn’t been as quick at hiding his displeasure.

I followed Kimberly to the front door where Munch was waiting. After he’d handed me my coat and opened the door, I said, “Goodnight, Munch.”

On our way to the car, she shifted to face me. “Sienna, I know I haven’t been...” She sighed. “You wouldn’t believe how many women try to take advantage of him.” She smiled then. “Why don’t we spend some time together, just us girls?”

“I’d like that, Kimberly. I’ll text Nigel next week.”

Her brows furrowed. “But he said tomorrow—”

The driver opened the back passenger door. “I’ll text, Kimberly.”

And I would. When I was ready. I folded into the car, and Nigel’s wife had no choice but to move aside.
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Chapter Three—Fatal flaw
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Jake

Margo, the woman I’d stopped fucking a couple of weeks ago, paced the rug of my living room in her high heels. Her generous tits were nearly spilling out of her top while her ass wiggled with each stomp she took. Standing behind the couch, I drove my fists in my pockets.

She was a good lay. Ripe. And giving as good as she got in the sack. But then she’d started to nag, and I’d had enough of that shit. “Marg, where’s your fiancé?”

At that, she stopped as if looks could kill. “Jake, I only said yes because I wanted you to realize what you were losing.” She pinched her made-for-blowjobs mouth. “Don’t you feel anything for me at all? We’ve been together for—”

“Marg, what did I say to you before we started fucking?”

“You said the minute it stops being fun, you were out. But it can still be fun if I like you. Jake, I—” She lunged and pawed at my chest. “I’m sorry. I won’t ask you for more than you want to give. I love you, and I know there’s more to you than this hard exterior.”

I stepped back. “You don’t love me. I made you wet. You made me hard. And now, we’re done.” 

“Jake. Please, I—”

The chime of the elevator’s doors leading into the penthouse cut off whatever shit she was about to sprout. When Sile, my brother-in-arms walked in, the whiny bitch’s eyes widened. 

The jerk of his chin didn’t hide his smirk. “Hey, Marg. Congrats on the engagement.”

In a volte-face, she twisted back to me. “Did you call him here? Whatever he told you... I... I can explain. It didn’t mean anything.”

While Sile headed for the bar, I snapped my fingers at the woman to get her attention. Once I got it, I leaned in. “Have I made promises in my sleep?”

When her head turned toward Sile again, I swiped my hand over my face. “Marg, I know you fucked Sile.”

She paled. “Jake, you’re always so fucking cold. It’s like nothing touches you. Nothing matters—”

“Yeah, he’s the warm one.”

“You see what I mean? You don’t care!”

Fuck, I was getting tired of that shit. “No, I don’t. Sile and I share bitches all the time.”

Her tits jiggled when she lurched close. “I bet you do. Jake Rhodes and Silas Xavier. The famous duo of fuckboys. Why don’t you just fuck each other and be done with it?” 

“What the fuck did I do?” Sile muttered from behind me.

While I chuckled, her back snapped straight, and venom coated her voice. “I hope you die alone, jackass.”

“I’ll take that over another minute of you in my face. Now get the fuck out.”

After the elevator had closed on the twat, I pivoted toward Sile who jerked his chin. “She’s in love?”

After getting a beer, I settled on the couch. “That’s what she said.”

“Brother, you have a gift.” He shook his head. “Women are fucking strange.”

And then some. 

****
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A week later, Sile crossed his ankles on the deck railing of his cabin. 

It was early evening. Lounging back in the armchair beside his, I took a swig of my beer. 

His eyes were on the fading skies over the mountain peaks. “Who’d have thought two brawling kids like us would be here?”

“I only brawled to stop you from getting your ass killed.”

He scoffed. “Good times.”

Sile had an uncanny ability to get right under people’s skin, and as much anger as me. And from the time we’d been crabbing in Alaska when we were barely men, he’d been a pain in my ass. 

The night I’d told him about my history with Nigel Morrison, we’d been chugging warm beers in a dank bar in the underbelly of Algiers. He’d listened to my life mission to demolish the greedy motherfucker who’d ruined my family. By any means necessary, no matter how dirty the hit would be.

When I’d been done, he’d simply asked, “Do you need help?”

“Yeah.”

We’d shaken hands. “Until the brink breaks.”

“Until it breaks, brother.”

It only made sense to us, but it had bonded us for life. Since that day, he’d been the brother at my side. 

Then, fifteen years ago, our paths had led us to Leonardo ‘Zucchero’ Conti, a semi-retired member of The Family, one of the most prolific mafia families in Southern California. Zook had been looking for someone to oversee his first legit business, a sports bar, and we’d gotten hired.

Sile’s cell ringtone cut through the quiet of the night. After browsing his screen, he sat up and jerked his chin up.

“Do you love me, Jakey?”

I pulled a couple of beers from the cooler and handed him one. “Keep calling me Jakey and find out.”

While his shoulders shook with laughter, he planted his boots on the wooden deck. “I found Morrison’s fatal flaw.”

Leaning back, I opened my beer and flicked the metal cap on the coffee table where it landed next to my boot. “What?”

“It’s a who. Her name’s Sienna Winslow.”

Morrison couldn’t keep his dick dry. Sile and I had taken turns to fuck the cold fish he’d married after his first wife. But when the scandal had hit, Morrison had just remarried someone younger than his son. We’d fucked Kimmy too, his third and latest wife. The bitch had decided she was in love with me but thank fuck, she’d been more in love with his money. 

I swiped my hand on my face. “Wife number four?”

My friend of twenty years smirked. “Nah. Better.” He handed me the device. “Check her out.”

A young woman with dark hair was smiling at the camera. She looked like she was barely in her twenties.

“Look at her, Jake. What do you see?”

When I shook my head, he grinned. “Look at her eyes.”

I spread my thumb and index finger over the picture. My neck tightened. Morrison’s fucking dirty yellow eyes were staring right back at me. 

“Bastard number three?” 

He grinned. “Sienna Winslow, twenty-three. Morrison’s latest long-lost daughter.”

“How does that help us? The piece of shit just pays them off to go away.” 

And they’d all signed multimillion dollar shut-up contracts.

“Not this one. After the DNA test, he bought her a shit ton of designer gear and moved her into a house up in Canyon Hills. He also took her home to meet Kimmy and Joel.”

I eyeballed the phone again before I gave it back to Sile. “Lost baby girl enjoying Daddy’s late child support?”

“Nope. According to Munch, she flat out refused a fifty thousand dollars monthly allowance, and she threatened to cut contact if Morrison insisted. And get this, Morrison not only backed off, but he apologized for offending her.”

We’d been paying Munch for years to be our ears in the motherfucker’s house. Someone Morrison, or his bitch of a wife, would pay no attention to and who hated him almost as much as we did.

Whatever power that girl held over the motherfucker was more important than money. Something that made him apologize. Sienna Winslow was becoming more interesting by the second. 

“What about the mother?”

“Caitlin Winslow. Never married. She led a quiet life. Not luxurious, but being a bank manager, she had a good handle on her finances.”

“Past tense?”

“Died two months ago. Cancer. Story is Morrison saw the mother’s name in the obits and accosted the girl at the cemetery.”

“The day of the funeral?”

When Sile confirmed, I exhaled slowly. “I need to meet her.”

Sile smirked. “Way ahead of you. Sienna and her friend Gabrielle Ashford—”

“Ashford?”

“Yep. That Ashford. They’re on the guest list of the Silver Shell on Friday.”

The Silver Shell was the nightclub where all the trust funds babies went to spend their parents’ money. The popular nightclub was owned by The Family and managed by Zook.

“You want in on that one?” I asked.

Swinging back his legs up onto the balustrade, he chuckled. “Nah. I just want to see you crawl out of the unrequited love that girl is going to unleash on you. All by your fucking self, Jakey.”

Lifting my bottle in a cheer, I slanted back in my chair. 

Revenge was going to be fucking sweet.

****
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The administrator of the hospice, a rail-thin woman, followed me into the room where my comatose father had been lying in for half a decade. The urn containing my mother’s ashes was sitting on the narrow shelf on the side of his bed.

I tipped my chin down. “Thanks, Doctor.”

She threw a coquettish smile my way. “Leslie, Jake. We’ve known each other for a long time.”

The woman squirmed. Even if she’d been my type, did the bitch think I’d fuck her in my father’s room? “Thank you, Dr. Nuys.” 

She got the message and exited the room. I pulled the empty armchair near the bed and settled down. 

I’d never get used to his stillness. My father had been a force of nature who’d taken me camping, taught me how to fish and build a shelter. After my mother’s death, he’d plunged into a depression he’d never gotten out of. Then, five years ago, he’d driven his truck into a ravine that left him here, waiting for a death that wouldn’t come.

All this because of that motherfucker.

“I’ll make it right, Pa.” 

I touched the urn on the shelf beside his bed and left. 

****
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On my way home, I pushed the Bluetooth button in my truck to call Zook.

“Son, what’s up?”

“Zook, is my marker still valid?”

After a pause, he said, “A marker from The Family is for a lifetime, son.”

One night, Bianc, Zook’s niece, who’d been sixteen at the time, had come to the sports bar with her friends. When a grown-ass motherfucking predator had cornered her in the bathroom, I’d taken the fucker to the alley at the back of the bar and taught him a lesson that had left him with a permanent limp.

As a show of gratitude, Zook’s brothers, Edoardo Conti, the head of The Family, and Dario, Bianc’s father, who served as Edo’s second-in-command, had bestowed me a marker. A favor of any kind granted to me with no questions asked. 

“I’m calling my marker.”

No hesitation. “Who?”

“Her name is Sienna Winslow.”

“You know Edo’s rules: no children and soft kills for women. Accident or suicide?”

Fuck. I’d almost forgotten who I was talking to. “Just need information, and I want her isolated. She’ll be at the Silver Shell on Friday. No one touches her.” 

“You got it, son.” That was it. Business talk was done, so Zook got personal. “My Bianca’s visiting at the end of the month.” He grunted. “Two marriages. Still single. That girl, apple of my eyes, but fuck I wish she would settle down with a nice Italian boy.” 

After she’d lost her mother at the age of fourteen, her father, Dario, had wanted nothing to do with a grieving teenage girl with an artistic soul. Having no kids, Zook had claimed Bianc as his own.

With the subtlety of a herd of elephants, he said, “You’re not getting any younger, Jake. You have money and you’ve built a good life.”

And that was thanks to him. Zook had taught us how to make money and invest it to make more. We’d also learned how to play dirty against competitors while keeping our hands clean. Three years after Sile and I had taken over the sports bar, we’d bought the bar from him. Two years after that, I’d bought and fully paid for my first house. Shortly after that, I’d acquired my first piece of land.

I knew where that conversation was going but I let the man, who’d been a friend and a mentor, continue. “What you need now is a pretty wife who can take care of you and make you babies.” 

I wanted neither a wife nor babies. Not with Bianc, a magnet for drama who I loved like a pesky baby sister. Not with anyone.

“I’ll take care of Bianc.”

“You always have, son, since she was a bambina. The two of you have always been close.”

I veered toward the underground car park of the penthouse. “Still not Italian, Zook.”

“Every man needs a legacy, Jake,” he said before ending the call.

Mine will be the destruction of Nigel Morrison. I needed to find out how much value Sienna Winslow held for her father. Then I was going to fuck her, break her, and make him fucking watch.
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Chapter Four—The Silver Shell
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Sienna

After closing the bathroom door, I stepped into my bedroom. There, Gabby was perched on the loveseat with her legs crossed. She was gorgeous in her skintight red dress and matching very high-heeled sandals. Once I had her attention, I threw my arms wide at my sides. 

“Does the dress say, ‘I’m on the path of becoming the next best-selling novelist?”

The corner of her mouth twisted, and she flicked invisible lint from the hem of her dress. “Yay for you. You’re a genius for graduating in Comparative Literature at nearly twenty-four.”

“Gabby,” I gently chided.

Swatting her fingers, she mumbled, “Yeah, I know. I know. Your mom. But all I’m saying is you didn’t need a degree in writing. You either have talent, or you don’t.”

While I breathed out a renewed wave of grief tightening my throat, she gave me a slow once-over before standing up and walking toward me.

Varik, the personal shopper Nigel had hired, had been passionate about style, and he had taught me about colors, textures, and shapes. 

I was wearing one of my ‘playful’ choices. It was a high halter neck, short ochre dress with threads of gold that made it shimmer, and I’d done a heavy smoky eye make-up in browns that made my eyes pop while my hair fell into soft curls down my back.

I loved the look, and I felt sexy and comfortable.

Gabby shook her head, and her nose scrunched up. “The black dress would be more slimming, and the makeup is trying too hard, Nana.”

I sighed. “I love the dress, and we’re celebrating, remember? We’re gorgeous, so let’s go dance.”

She took my hands. “Nana, this is your second time in a nightclub, and the Silver Shell is the club where everyone goes, I just want you to be comfortable.”

Geez. It’s just an outfit. 

She crossed her arms on her chest. “I know it’s just an outfit. It’s just the wrong one.”

Shoot. I’d blurted again. Mom had always found the missing filter between my brain and my mouth funny. She used to say it was because my heart was so big, it couldn’t help but speak its truth.

Gabby’s face clearly indicated she didn’t share my mother’s beliefs.

Then she confirmed it. “Stop being weird.” Twisting on her heels, she snagged her purse. “Let’s go, and don’t bitch when people stare at you.”

She spent the whole ride on her cell while I clutched my fingers around my purse. At the club, I followed her as she strolled past the long line of customers to give our names to the bouncer. 

He unlatched the thick, red rope and stepped aside. “Ms. Ashford, Ms. Winslow, welcome to the Silver Shell.”

While Gabby pranced past him, I replied, “Thank you.” 

He winked. “You’re welcome. Have fun.”

Fortunately, being in the club improved Gabby’s mood. She grabbed my hand as we descended the stairs. “Stay close, Nana.” 

After we’d stopped on the main floor, Gabby expertly forged us a path through the dense wave of people until we reached the bar. While we waited, she scanned the room. 

“You in that dress, I’ll get you a whole bottle of whatever you’re drinking,” a man said over my shoulder and very close to my ear.

Whirling around, I watched the young man as his cute face edged closer. “Wow. Those lenses hit.”

People had made a lot of comments about the color of my eyes, but this was one of the nicest ones, so I smiled back. “They’re not lenses.”

He slid a flirty gaze over me, and the corner of his mouth kicked up. “Golden goddess. I’m—”

The next second, I was staring at the back of Gabby’s head, who’d wedged herself between me and the nice man. “Blah, blah, she’s not interested, so you can go now.” 

The stranger stepped back and upped both his palms. “Sorry sexy, I didn’t know your girlfriend was the jealous type.”

As he stalked away, I turned to my friend’s flushed face. “Gabby, that was rude.”

“You’ll thank me later. This guy’s always here.”

“But there’s no need to be rude about it, and he was cute.”

In response, she just pivoted toward the bar. 

When the bartender leaned over, she ordered. “Jack and coke and a diet coke for—”

“A gin and tonic for me, please,” I said. 

The bartender jerked his chin at me. “Brand?”

“BEG, please.”

His brow hitched. “Exotic.”

Gabby nudged my shoulder with hers. “Someone’s ready to partay. Good for you, Nana.”

I definitely was.

Once we both had a drink in hand, I drew through the straw and grinned at the bartender. “This is really good. Thank you.”

He wiped his hands on the towel hooked at his waist. “I put a touch of elderflower in it. My magic touch. Enjoy.”

As he went back to his crowd of customers, we moved farther into the club. The dance floor was huge and surrounded by low seats set around tiny tables. The music was loud, the strobing lights were dizzying, and the drinks were ridiculously expensive, but I was here with Gabby, and we were going to have fun.

My friend took a dainty sip, but her attention was affixed to the far side of the room. 

Tracking her gaze, I slanted closer. “Did you see someone you know?”

“I think Sin Jake is here tonight.” Her eyes squinted before she grinned. “Yes, that’s him.”

“Who is he?”

Her arched brows wriggled. “Don’t you remember? He’s the guy everyone was talking about during my twenty-first birthday party.”

I didn’t remember because I had spent that night with Mom in hospital. “I wasn’t there, Gabby.”

She pursed her lips around her straw and returned her attention to the VIP lounge. “He’s super rich, and a friend of a friend said he’s a beast in bed who gave her so many orgasms, she fainted.” 

“What about Noah? I thought you liked him.” 

I hadn’t met Gabby’s latest boyfriend, and I didn’t mind. For some reason, my best friend preferred her boyfriends arrogant and obnoxious. 

Keeping her attention on the darkened area, she jerked her shoulder dismissively. “We’re not that serious, and I want to pass out with orgasms. Rumor is, he made his money as a hitman for the mafia.”

Jesus. I didn’t like that. At all.

I stepped straight into her path, and since we were the same height, I saw her pupils dilate. “All the more reason not to approach him. And it’s my—”

“He likes his women blonde and model-type. Sorry, Nana.” 

Seriously? I snatched her hand. “I don’t care about that guy. We came here to have fun. Together.” 

She cocked her brow, and a sly grin pulled at the corner of her lips. “Let’s make it fun then. If you can get him, you can have him.” 

A predatory gleam lit her face. After taking my drink from my hand and setting both our glasses on the bar, she tugged me across the dance floor to the other side of the club. 

A few feet away from the cordoned off area, her mouth inched to my ear. “Watch and learn, Nana. May the sexiest bitch win.”

God, I loathed how she’d phrased that. “Gabby—” I started. Then I closed my mouth. There was no use when she was like that.

We stopped before a man who was the perfect personification of a cyborg. Gabby could get any man she wanted with just a flick of her gorgeous hair, so maybe this would be quick, and we would be able to find some time to boogie on the dance floor for a little bit. The area behind the very big man was quieter than the rest of the club. From our standpoint, I could just make out two tall men seated around a half-moon shaped low table, on which a bottle of Champagne in a bucket was set. Two beautiful women were lounging beside them. 

The bouncer’s unperturbed gaze set on Gabby’s face. “Private party.”

Yes! I shifted back, but Gabby didn’t move. I curled my fingers around her wrist. “Gabby, let’s—”

“Let them through, Bo,” a man with a deep voice said.

In a weird, perfectly executed ballet, the cyborg unlatched the red rope, the stunning women crossed paths with Gabby and me, and the man who’d talked, unfurled from his seat. 

Bo-the-cyborg jerked his chin toward me. “Miss?”

Teetering at the edge of the private area, I held my breath while a strong shiver seized my back. With my heart in my throat, I couldn’t help but stare at the tall, shadowy figure stalking toward me.

I was about to enter the lion’s den, and this man was clearly the king of the jungle. 

****
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Jake

Like a lamb to the slaughter, Morrison’s girl had walked straight to us. Her dress showcased her long legs and high tits. Her small waist emphasized her round ass. At least, it wouldn’t be too hard to tap that.

They’d gotten a lot of attention since they’d walked in, but the Morrison girl seemed genuinely oblivious to it. The same couldn’t have been said for her friend, who strutted in with a knowing smile.

I notched my chin down, and while Sile greeted her, I zeroed in on my target, who’d remained behind the rope.

Bo said, “Miss?”

When I stepped beside her, her hand stiffened around her purse, and she blinked slowly.

The back of my neck tightened. Fuck. Looking at her eyes was like looking into the motherfucker’s black soul. 

I forced my body loose and tagged her hand. “Hi, pretty stranger.”

When I raised the back of her hand to my mouth, the pulse in her wrist fluttered under my fingertips.

“H-hi, I’m Sienna. Sienna Winslow, pleased to meet you.”

From her picture, I’d expected a high-pitched, girly voice, but her timbre was low and slightly raspy.

“Jake Rhodes.”

Her plump lips parted. “What a great name.” 

“Thank you. Beautiful name for a beautiful woman, too.”

Her fingers flew to her agape mouth. “Oh my god, did I say that out loud?”

Christ. Full name, and now this. Was she on the fucking spectrum? “Have a drink with us, Sienna.”

After a quick glance at her friend, she nodded. “Thank you.”

I led her to the couch, sitting her beside me, which positioned the women across from each other around the table.

The blonde shifted closer to her friend, and her arm extended across the Morrison girl’s body. “I’m Gabby.”

I shook her hand. “Jake.” Turning to Sienna, I said, “Sienna, this is Silas.”

The little smile she threw at him was nervous. “Pleased to meet you, Silas.”

“Hey, Sienna.” 
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Chapter Five—Two birds, one stone
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Jake

While her friend babbled about some shit, my target sat quietly with her legs crossed at the ankles, a barely touched drink in her hand, and her small purse in her lap. 

“Tell me about yourself, Sienna.”

Tilting Morrison’s eyes to mine, she said, “I work in a bank. What do you do?”

“I’m in business. Acquisitions.” 

Time to change tactics. Curving my arm on the backrest of the booth behind her, I slanted in. “What do you do for pleasure?”

She blinked fast and cleared her throat. “I...uh, write. I mean I love writing fiction.” 

“What kind of fiction?”

“Right now, anything that inspires me. I love Poe and Shirley Jackson. Zadie Smith is the goddess I pray to, and of course, the classics...”

While she talked, she had turned almost completely toward me, and her face had become animated. 

“Is Nana boring you with her writing?”

She fucking was, but the blonde brat was encroaching on my plan. Sienna stopped abruptly, and we both turned toward her friend. 

“Quite the opposite,” I lied.

The Ashford girl shifted until she was almost in her friend’s lap. “You can thank me later for saving you, Jake. When Nana starts, she can talk about that for hours.” 

Morrison’s daughter sighed and got to her feet. “Gabby, let’s go dance.”

The blonde giggled and shook her head. “You go. I think I’m going to stay with Jake.”

“And me,” Sile said with a smirk.

Morrison’s girl shrugged. Then she headed out of the roped off area. 

Farrah and Jerome Ashford’s only daughter scooted over to me, and I exhaled slowly. That twit was becoming a pain in my ass.

I tracked the Morrison girl onto the dance floor. Once under the strobing lights, she secured the strap of her cellphone-sized purse around her wrist. She arched her neck back and threw her arms above her head.

The girl could dance. She undulated with the beats, blending some seriously skilled moves with enthusiasm and sensuality. A circle of watchers had formed around her. Other girls joined in. Horny boys tried to wedge in, and they were immediately tapped on the shoulder by bouncers. 

“Fuck, she’s good,” Sile said.

In minutes, the group of girls had become a jerk-bank magnet. The Ashford girl jumped on her feet and hurried to the dance floor. She wormed her way to Morrison’s latest bastard, who carried on dancing.

Sile tipped the bottle of beer to his mouth. “Getting her away from that entitled brat will be a kindness.”

“Yeah.”

When they came back, I maneuvered Sienna Winslow to sit between Sile and me, leaving the Ashford girl seated on his other side.

I leaned in. “You scorched that dance floor. Where did you learn to dance like that?”

She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and grinned. “Thank you. I’ve learned with YouTube.” She pointed at the bucket on the low table. “Do you mind if I take a bottle of water? It’s the last one, and—” 

I tagged the bottle and uncapped it before handing it to her.

“Th-thank you,” she murmured before tilting her neck back to take a healthy mouthful.

While she talked more about books and shit, I kept my attention on her. But the girl was as bland as her friend had said. 

The blonde whined. “Nana, I’m bored.” 

Sile laughed, drawing the women’s attention. “We can’t have beauties like you being bored. Let’s do shots.” He curved his arm around the brat. “What’s your poison, gorgeous?”

That worked, and the Ashford girl giggled.

When Morrison’s daughter licked her lips and swiped the pad of her thumb over the corner of her bottom lip, I inched my mouth to her ear.

“You’re beautiful, Sienna.”

“You’re very attractive, too,” she whispered.

She was into me. Good. Cupping her cheek, I stroked my thumb on her cheekbone. “I want to kiss you.”

Her pulse went wild, but she shifted back and lifted those fucking yellow peepers.

“Gabby... uh... she likes you and—”

The trust fund princess had made that clear, but I wasn’t going to let her derail my plans. “Sienna, can I tell you the truth?”

Her head jerked back. “Are you going to say mean things about my friend because all women are catty and compete for a man’s attention?”

The little mouse had some spunk. I slanted closer. “The truth is the minute you walked in, I only had eyes for you. I don’t care what your friend wants. I want you, Sienna. If you don’t feel it too, just say it.”

She bit on her bottom lip. “No, I... I feel it too.” 

With my hand around the side of her neck, I went in and kissed her. When the tip of my tongue touched her upper lip, she made a muffled noise before her tongue came out to play.

Drawing away, I watched her mouth chase mine. Then she looked up. And killed the beginning of my hard-on.

“I want to see you again,” I whispered, and I almost smiled when I felt her shiver.

While she started nodding, her friend stood up. “Nana, let’s go home.”

I kept my hold on the Morrison girl. “Give me your cell, Sienna.” After inputting my number, I handed it back to her. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

Her face flushed. “I’m looking forward to it.” 

Like taking candies from a baby. 

Ten minutes later, Sile and I escorted both girls to a car.

When she waved from the back seat window, Sile scoffed. “You’re in, brother.” He slapped his hand on my shoulder. “I’m in the mood for no-string pussy.” 

After that first-base bullshit, I needed a raw fuck. We headed back to the club where after a couple of drinks, I took a busty blonde with a great mouth to the bathroom.

****

[image: ]


The doors of the elevator leading to the penthouse hissed closed behind me, and the hairs on the back of my neck raised. Without turning the lights on, I opened the cache underneath the alarm system and pulled out my gun.

A voice I recognized cut through the darkness.

“Still have good instincts, son.”

I lowered the gun and turned the lights on to find Zook comfortably settled in the armchair by the shut curtains of the terrace. The stocky older man was swirling his tumbler full of my Woodford Reserve twenty-five bourbon.

After placing my Glock back in the cache, I sat in the armchair across from him. Zook was old-school, and if there was something he deemed important, he communicated it face to face.

The whir of the elevator alerted me of an incoming visitor, and Zook said, “I called Silas.” 

Once Sile sat on the arm of the couch with his arms crossed over his chest, Zook started. “Edo has taken an interest in Sienna Winslow.”

Fuck. Edoardo Conti was a feared man for good reasons, but he also had a code of honor, and the girl was my marker.

“Why?”

“The harbor master is Morrison’s bitch, and The Family needed some shipment to go undetected. They were also paying Morrison generously for the use of his shipping containers.” 

The greedy motherfucker didn’t fucking know who he was playing with.

“What happened?”

“He wanted a percentage of the sale of the cargo. Edo refused, and the son of a bitch ratted them out to the Feds. There was a raid two weeks ago, and Carlo was shot. He’s in critical condition. If he dies, my brother will want his pound of flesh.”

“Fuck,” Sile muttered.

Carlo was Edoardo’s oldest son and the heir to his empire. Bad news for Morrison.

Zook continued. “They know his daughter was seen cozying up to you at the Shell. She’s your marker, and we heard the kid just lost her mama, so they’re conflicted about her getting dead in the crossfire.”

I got on my feet. “Give me a couple of weeks.” 

Zook grunted. “Son, I’ve seen your M.O. with the Morrison women. Fucking her won’t stop her from wanting a relationship with her rich father.”

“It will if she’s in love with me. Then, I’ll take her away. She’ll be out of the crossfire while I use her to put pressure on the motherfucker. It’s a win-win.”

Leonardo ‘Zucchero’ Conti inclined his head. “Two birds, one stone. I like it. I’ll get you the file on her.”

After he’d left, Sile tagged a couple of beers from the bar. “In love with you, Jakey? Two weeks is fast. Even for you, loverboy.”

“Have you seen her tonight? She’ll crawl on all fours to fetch my slippers in a week.” 

He scoffed. “That’s just fucking, brother. Do I need to explain the difference?”

“In two weeks, she’ll be expecting a ring.”

Silas smirked. “Care to make it interesting?” 

“What do you have in mind?”

My friend handed me a beer. “Two weeks. Full declaration of love, or a bottle of Weller Millennium.”

“You’re on.”
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Chapter Six—Treasure chest
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Sienna

The door of my bathroom opened on Gabby, who pushed her shoulder against the doorjamb and crossed her arms on her chest. 

Gabrielle Vivien Ashford and I had met during her only semester in my high school during junior year. She’d been sent there by her parents as a punishment after she’d poured packs of Jello into the two hot tubs of her parents’ house when they’d refused to buy her a new car. 

Even then, she’d been the typical modern princess: stylish, seriously pretty, and popular. So, I’d kept my distance. Then, one day, I’d found her in tears in the cafeteria bathroom. After I’d handed her a tissue, we’d talked about her parents’ divorce caused by her mom’s multiple affairs. She’d sided with her dad, who, in return, had spoiled her with everything but his time. 

That day, I’d discovered there were two Gabbys. The aloof princess, and the girl who was smart, funny, and who’d just wanted her parents not to hate each other. We’d been friends ever since and remained close even after she’d gone back to her private school. 

Right now, I wasn’t sure which Gabby I was getting. I finished swiping the makeup off my lid, tossed the cotton pad in the small trash bin, and peered up in the mirror at her reflection behind me. 

Her mouth curled in a smirk. “You little whore,” she sang-song. “I’m impressed, Nana.” 

I exhaled a slow breath before turning on the faucets. Gabby did that all the time with her other friends, but I never understood the appeal of women calling each other derogatory names as a form of bonding. In fact, I hated it, and she knew it. Those were the first words she’d uttered since we’d left the club, and I used the reprieve of the cold water on my face to squash my rising anger.

Once I was done, I pivoted toward her, pushing my lower back against the sink. “Excuse me?”

She rolled her eyes. “Don’t be such a prude. It’s a compliment. If I knew Sin Jake was into geeky nuns, I would’ve—” 

“That’s enough, Gabby.” 

Blinking fast, she raised her palm up with her fingers sprayed. “Whoa, calm down—”

I straightened up. “I am calm. And believe it or not, I’m not living my life to impress you.”

Gabby’s face flushed. “Men like him don’t like it when you make it that easy for them. You had your tongue down his throat after five minutes of meeting him.”

It was my turn to gape. “Now you slut-shaming me? What happened to ‘if I can get him, I can have him’? Or does that only work when you get what you want?”

She glared. “Fine. You won him, but trust me, you’re not ready for someone like Jake Rhodes.” 

I groaned. “I didn’t win Jake. He’s a person. I like him and he likes me back.” Brushing past her to my bedroom, I turned to face her again. “Gabby, can you just be happy for me?”

She shuffled on her feet before her hand reached for mine. “Sienna, I’m not being a bitch, but being Nigel’s daughter is going to attract a lot of people who want access to him.” 

I yanked my hand out. “Is that what you think happened tonight? Jake wants access to Nigel but not to Jerry? How would he even know about Nigel and me?”

My anger had always been cold. The angrier I got, the calmer I sounded. Something Gabby knew, so my tone made her eyes flare.

“That’s not what I meant. Men like Jake Rhodes are only interested in one thing, and—”

“And I can’t wait to give it to him.”

“Fine,” she huffed before stomping to the guest room.

****
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The next morning, I woke up to a text from Gabby.

Gabrielle: Tequila makes me a bitch. Laughing emoji. Have fun with Sin-Jake.

I dropped the back of my head on the pillow and couldn’t help but grin. I was absolutely ready to have fun. Fun and other things with the incredibly attractive Jake Rhodes.

After I’d gotten ready and driven straight to talk to Mom, I placed the fresh flowers on her grave and sat on my haunches before her headstone.

My breath plumed in the early morning air. “Nigel had another child out of wedlock. Another girl... I don’t know, there’s something... I don’t really know what to do with that information. But it’ll be okay. I’ll be okay.” I slanted closer to the cold marble. “Mom, I’ve met someone. His name is Jake Rhodes. Isn’t that the sexiest name? Our first kiss was... it was so delicious. He’s gorgeous, and a bit older, and a lot more experienced in pretty much everything, but he’s going to be important. I just know he is.” When a light drizzle dampened the air, I tilted my face up to the cloudy sky and smiled. “I love you too.”
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