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Just a couple of things before I let you go and get your read on. While I am doing my best to work with better editing and proofreading software, all my books are solo, independent works. I write my books, proofread my books, edit my books, create the covers, etc. I have one beta who gives me feedback on my stories, but other than that, all my books are independent projects.

That being said, I apologize, in advance, for the typos, grammar inconsistencies, or any other mistakes I may make. Since writing is strictly a hobby for me, I haven’t looked into commitments in regard to publishers, editors, etc. My hope is that my stories are enjoyable enough that a few mistakes, here and there, can be overlooked. However, if you’re a stickler for grammar, my books are probably not for you.

Also, I am an avid reader-I mean an AVID reader. I love to read above any other hobby. However, the only downside to my reading obsession is when I fall in love with a series, but I have to wait for the additional books to come out. So, because I feel that disappointment down to my soul, when I started publishing my works, I vowed to publish all books in my series all at once. No waiting here...LOL. Now, the exception to that will be if enough readers request additional stories based off the standalone, such as in Facing the Enemy. At that point, if I decide to move forward with a requested series, I will make sure all additional books are available all at once. As much as this is a hobby for me, I am writing these books for all of you, as well as myself.

Thank you for everything!
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I really appreciate you reading my book and I would love to hear from you! Now, unfortunately, because I do have a full-time job and one part-time job, plus a family that I love spending time with, I’m not very active on social media. However, for the sites I do participate in, here are my social media coordinates:
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For everyone that loves a sexy accent.
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“If it’s any consolation, you’re not the only man that’s ever been fooled by the hair, makeup, and clothing,” I said. “I mean, what teenage girl should have that amount of makeup on anyways, right?”

“You bastard,” he hissed.

“That, I am,” I agreed.

“What do you want?”

I leaned up against the back of the couch, staring at him as he glowered over at me from his position on the bed. While most of my enemies would be tied up during a conversation like this, there wasn’t any need this time. The man wasn’t going anywhere, and he sure as fuck wasn’t going to try and make a break for it while butt-ass naked.

“Ah, laddie, and what makes you think that I want something from you?”

“You have to,” he argued. “Why else do this? Why else set me up?”

I cocked my head a bit. “Set you up? Are you implying that you’re some sort of victim here or something? That you’ve been unfairly taken advantage of?”

“What else would you call it?” he spat.

I laughed.

I couldn’t help it.

These fucking men were all the same.

“Congressman, you wouldn’t be in this situation if you hadn’t taken the girls up on their offer,” I pointed out. “You wouldn’t be in this situation if you had taken your wedding vows seriously. You wouldn’t be in this situation if you were all the things that you preached about during your political campaigns.”

“No man would turn down an offer from women that look like that,” he argued weakly.

“Lots of men would,” I countered. “Also, let’s not forget, they’re not women. They’re fifteen-year-old girls, Congressman.”

“They’re whores!” he roared. “Who gives a fuck?!”

“I give a fuck,” I answered darkly. “I give a fuck because they’re children. I give a fuck because your disregard for women is revolting. I give a fuck because human trafficking is lightyears away from prostitution of legal age.”

Congressman Oliver started shaking his head. “This is bullshit,” he bit out, though no longer yelling. “What do you want, O’Brien?”

“Once upon a time, I wanted you in my pocket,” I admitted. “Once upon a time, having you join all the other corrupt leaders that answer to me would have been the goal. Once upon a time, knowing that you had to suck my dick any time I asked you to...well, that would have been enough.”

“What changed?” he asked, hate glittering in his eyes.

“Savina Valentine,” I answered, and he immediately paled. “Or I guess Provenza now.”

“What...what do you...what’s Savina have to do with any of...of this?” he stammered.

“Well, because of your piece of shit son, I had to make nice with the Sartoris, letting them into my territory, muddying the waters a bit,” I explained. “Plus, having met the lovely Savina Provenza, I can’t say that I appreciate how your son treated her.”

“I’ll give you anything that you want,” he offered, his voice already at the begging stage.

“Glad to hear it,” I said cheerfully. “Because what I want is to make an example out of you, Congressman Oliver. What I want is to send a message to other powerful men-such as yourself-that you assholes aren’t untouchable. I want to make it clear who runs this fucking state. Now, while I might have to share that title with Avgust Kotov and Nero Sartori, I still want it known that you don’t run things here in Maryland. I want it known that none of you sonsofbitches run shit.”

“You’re no better than we are,” Stewart snarled, and he wasn’t lying.

“Well, that’s debatable now that every person in the position of power for this state is spoken for,” I replied. “You were the only holdout, and good for you for at least putting up a fight when the others hadn’t even bothered.”

“So, what’s the plan?”

“Right now, your underaged playmates are going to brag on social media how they had a hot night with you, but you refused to pay,” I answered. “Congratulations, you’ll be ruined by morning.”

“I’ll fucking kill you,” he threatened, his words empty and rather pathetic at this point.

“Ye can try,” I sing-songed just to be a dick.
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Declan~

I loved my family, but they were so fucking exhausting at times. Now, growing up the way that we’d had, you’d think that I’d be used to it, and while I was, the noise still made me appreciate my quiet home all the more. Though I had two condos in the city, I had a small manor on the outskirts of town, near the state line, and that was the place that I called home. While it looked like a simple piece of private property, the motherfucker had better security than the White House, plus traps all around the one acre of land.

At any rate, we were all at my parents’ house, celebrating another goddamn pregnancy in the family. Now, while this would be a sweet cause for celebration for most people, it was a fucking migraine in the making for me. As the eldest O’Brien son, I was the only one not married or popping out grandchildren for my parents, and my mother was very vocal about my shortcomings. Cormac and Nessa O’Brien were well into their sixties, and they were both Irish Catholics, knowing how to pile on the guilt like professionals. Granted, my da was good about letting his sons make their own decisions about their lives, but he also didn’t like to see his wife upset.

Now, the problem with my mam was that she had too much time on her hands. My maternal grandparents had migrated to America from Ireland when they’d both been in their twenties, and like most immigrants, they’d had to fight tooth and nail for everything that they’d had. So, my mother had been raised not knowing what idle hands were, and that’d been fine when she’d been busy raising five sons. However, once we’d all gotten older and my da had finally handed over the family business to me, she’d found herself at odds. Granted, things had started to get better once my brothers had started getting married, but my mother loved to remind me of how I was the oldest, so where was my family?

What she didn’t understand was that I hadn’t ever wanted four ‘sons’, but that’s what I’d gotten when my father had kept knocking her up. Even though I was the oldest by only two years, I’d lost track of how many times my mother had told me to ‘watch your brothers’ because she’d needed a break. Yeah, my parents had been fortunate enough to be able to afford housekeepers and cooks, but my mother had been adamant that only family would be the ones to raise family.

So, at thirty-five, I was the oldest, then James was next at thirty-one, Desmond at thirty, Kevin at twenty-seven, and lastly, Cathal at twenty-five. All four of my brothers were married with children, and all four of my brothers worked for the family. So, when we were all together like this, you were talking eleven adults and seven children, and I always left here with ringing in my ears.

Today’s festivities were to announce that Cathal’s wife was pregnant with their second child, which would up the guest list to eighteen once it was born. While I was very happy for all of my brothers and wished them all the happiness in the world, I wasn’t used to chaos. My homes were clean, organized, and quiet. All three of them were quiet.

At any rate, while I did plan on having a wife and children one day, right now I was too busy running the family business to go looking for a wife. The winds of change had come last year, and all of my focus was on getting a better handle on our territory.

Though no one would guess it, organized crime was very prevalent in the state of Maryland, and we were close enough to New Jersey and New York to be necessary. Unfortunately for us, we were outnumbered by both the Italians and Russians, and the Italians were lucky enough to control the coastline and ports. Their numbers were also larger than ours and the Russians, though we’d outnumber them if Avgust Kotov and I ever joined forces. However, the Russians were fucking insane, and so I didn’t need that kind of headache. Insane people were unpredictable, and I was looking to build our empire, not watch it burn to the ground because the Russians had an issue with willpower and control.

Now, once upon a time, we shared Port Townsend with the German Mob, but they’d ended up ruining themselves by fucking with Nero Sartori’s wife. They’d shot and kidnapped Kasen Sartori, so Nero had done what any man worth his salt would do; he’d taken out the entire Schultz bloodline. In doing so, he had freed up Emil Schultz’s territory, giving both me and Avgust more areas to get under control. So, while Nero had the coastline and ports, I had the northern border with access to state line airports, and Avgust had the rest. It was what I liked to call profitable peace, and I wanted it to stay that way.

So, while we weren’t as organized as the Italians, we weren’t as chaotic as the Russians. However, we did have structure, even if we didn’t have fancy names like my counterparts. I was the leader to the Italian’s Boss and the Russian’s Pakhan, and my brothers would be Capos if we were comparing ourselves to Italian Mafia, though we had more ‘Capos’ than just my brothers. It was all the same after that with the soldiers, enforcers, associates, etc.

Another difference between us and the other organizations was that the Mafia and Bratva were not top-heavy like we were. With them, only blood relatives of the head family ruled, and so it really was a dictatorship. Full power was limited to only a few select family members, and Nero and Avgust really were kings where their word was law. As for me, I wasn’t that rigid. While I had final say regarding both family and business matters, I had no problem discussing situations with my father or brothers. I liked to consider myself a reasonable man, and with Noah by my side, logic usually prevailed.

Now, while I loved my brothers and trusted them with my life, Noah Murphy was my right-hand man. If we were still comparing organizations, then Noah would be my consigliere, and he was the ideal voice of reason when shit was hitting the fan because Noah was a bit of a sociopath and apathetic to almost everything. Related through our mothers, it was only when it came to family that I’d ever seen him lose his shit; anything other than that didn’t get much out of Noah.

“Maybe it’s time to finally start a family and get Aunt Nessa off your back.” I turned at Noah’s voice, a smirk on his face as he made his way up the cobblestones, eyeing the windows, not wanting to be seen. “That way, you don’t need to be hiding out here during family events.”

“I’m not tying myself to some random woman for the rest of my life just so my mam can get herself another grandchild,” I snorted. “She has plenty.”

“You’re thirty-five, Declan,” he stated evenly.

“And you’re thirty-four,” I shot back. “I don’t see you shopping for a wife.”

“I’m not the head of the Irish Mob,” he quipped.

Ignoring that, I asked, “What are you even doing here? Did Mam recruit ye?”

Noah grinned, noticing my accent coming out. “She didn’t recruit me,” he said. “However, Nero Sartori is on baby number two, Provenza’s wife is pregnant, and even Elio Sartori’s wife is pregnant with their first child. The next generation is happening, Declan.” He stopped when he was standing in front of me, making me wish that I smoked or something. “It’s happening, and you need to think about that.”

“The Russian’s aren’t popping out babies,” I reminded him.

“Yet,” he retorted. “You need to get over your obsession with Kasen Sartori and find yourself a wife.”

I shot him a look. “I don’t have an obsession with Mrs. Sartori,” I said for the millionth time. “I have a tremendous amount of respect for the lass, but that’s it.”

Noah didn’t look convinced. “You might not have an obsession with her, but you can’t deny that you’d like to find a wife that has her kind of backbone.”

That part was true.

“What are you doing here?” I repeated, dismissing his truthful observation. “Did you really just stop by to bust my nads?”

“Cooper Donaldson is showing his face again,” he answered, giving me a bigger headache. “I thought you’d want to know.”

I nodded. “Thanks.”

After a heartbeat of silence, Noah asked, “How awful is it in there?”

“It’s your funeral if you go in there,” I warned him. “Mam will be on you next, asking where your wife and children are.”

“Luckily, my mam is happy with Lochlan and Aran giving her grandchildren,” he remarked seriously. “I’d probably lose my mind if she were as bad as Aunt Nessa.”

Getting back to the more important subject at hand, I asked, “Do you know what Donaldson is doing back in town?”

Noah shook his head. “Not yet. Honestly, I think he was just waiting for that shit with Congressman Oliver to die down. After all, men with sicknesses like that can’t lay low for long.”

“You’re not wrong,” I agreed.

“There’s also a rumor that Klive Simpson is becoming visible again,” he went on. “After the Sartoris got their hands on Brewster Pushkin, Klive and his group have been kind of quiet, but I guess they’re back.”

I glanced back at my parents’ house, knowing that my mother would kill me if I left this early. So, doing the only thing that I could, I said, “You’re going to go in there with me, let my mam see you, then when we say that we have to leave in fifteen minutes, she’ll go easy on me.”

Noah laughed. “If people could see the great Declan O’Brien now.”

“They have no fucking idea,” I muttered, ready for this goddamn dinner to be over with.
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Chapter 2
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Keavy~

I glanced around the cabin, checking every single detail. Though it really was located out in the middle of nowhere, you never knew who could come wandering about. Hunters and hikers got lost all the time, even if you didn’t include the riffraff that just liked to get into shit. The cabin looked run-down enough to invite mischief, and there was never a shortage of people that liked to start trouble.

Luckily, everything looked exactly as it’d had the last time that I’d been here. Nothing looked out of place, and my consideration to detail was keen enough for me to trust what I was seeing. Now, anyone paying attention would notice that the windows, though filthy, were double-paned and new. There were small clues like that everywhere in the cabin, and I even had a hidden security system wired around the property, making sure to alert my phone in the event that anything was amiss.

Sitting down on the only chair in the kitchen area, I couldn’t help but feel the weight of the past take over like it usually did whenever I visited the cabin. However, it wasn’t a regretful kind of weight, more of a weight tinged with loneliness. When you lost the only person in the world that loved you, for better or for worse, it changed you, and losing Cian O’Connell had definitely changed me.

Though Cian had done his best to keep me connected to my parents, babies didn’t bond with fading memories. My parents, Oran and Sile Collins, had died in a tragic car accident when I’d been only six months old, so I had no memories of them. It’d been one of those unfortunate situations where the icy roads had won, and they’d both been killed immediately. The old news articles had attested to that, so I’d felt good upon learning those facts as I’d gotten older. I hadn’t wanted to believe the worst of the man that had raised me, even though it could be argued that I’d been kidnapped.

When my parents had wrecked their car, I’d been in the back, safely secured in my car seat. Though the car had been flipped and destroyed beyond conceivable use, I’d been bundled up with enough cushion to protect me against the steel wreckage.

According to Cian, he had come upon the accident, had heard me crying somewhere in the middle of all the mess, then had dug me out of the rubble. However, instead of waiting for the authorities or calling for help, Cian had taken me back to his cabin, then had raised me as his own after that. To his credit, he had saved every article on my parents, teaching me all about them and how my father had been an electrician, and how my mother had been an insurance firm secretary. He’d also shown me all the articles about their missing child, and the police had looked for me until they’d lost all hope almost a year later. The theory was that I’d been carted off by a wild animal, leaving nothing left of me behind.

Now, while most people would have righted that wrong once they’d gotten older, Cian’s reasons for taking me had always given me a sense of belonging that I wasn’t sure I would have felt anywhere else, even with my parents. He’d been a crazy old man with no one, and he’d seen the accident as a sign from God. He had convinced himself that I’d been sent to him, so Cian O’Connell had raised me like being a father had been his only purpose in life.

Nevertheless, I could admit that my upbringing had been...unusual. Cian had home-schooled me, though the internet had done its job to connect me to the outside world. Yeah, the signal had been spotty at best, but it’d been enough to keep me from being ignorant of the way that the real world worked. Now, for being crazy, unconventional, and puzzling, Cian had also been touched with a bit of brilliance; perhaps that’s why he’d been crazy. It was said that highly intelligent people were a bit eccentric, and Cian had definitely been a bit eccentric.

Now, not only had Cian taught me academics beyond what’d been taught in regular schools, but he’d also taught me the art of survival. At the age of five, he’d started taking me out to teach me how to hunt, identify plant life, withstand the cold, and anything else that you could think of when a person lived in the middle of the woods. In fact, I could remove a bullet, brew certain plants to act as antibiotics, reset broken bones, and a few other life-saving talents.

I also shot better than most military snipers. I also knew how to make a bomb, albeit small ones, but still. If that weren’t enough, I could also dismantle many guns, then put them back together with my eyes damn near shut. I also knew how to make my own bullets, and I knew how to make a silencer.

There was also my ability to make most foods from scratch. Whether in the kitchen or over a campfire, I knew how to feed myself with whatever was handy, even if I had no fire, to be honest. I could also build shelter, though nothing that would ever appear in Architect Digest. Cian had raised me to be a true survivalist, so everything that I had and everything that I knew, I owed it all to Cian O’Connell. Honestly, I wouldn’t be the person that I was today if not for that man.

Then, five years ago, Cian had passed away, and that’s when I’d found out that his crazy hadn’t extended to irresponsible. Over the years, I had asked him where he’d get his money from, but he had always brushed me off, grumpily telling me to mind my own business. So, trusting Cian with my life, the same way that I’d been doing all my life, I had stopped prying after a while, just letting things be.

However, after Cian had passed away, I’d finally learned the truth through the contents of his will, and I’d been shocked beyond belief. Apparently, Cian hadn’t always been a recluse, and during his younger years, he had created a complicated surveillance program that the defense department of the United States had purchased, netting Cian millions. Upon his death, he had left it all to me, and that was when I had finally moved from the cabin into town.

At first, the experience had been a bit overwhelming, but I’d also been grieving at the time, so that’d had a lot to do with it. I’d never been alone before, so it’d taken me a while to wrap my mind around Cian’s glaring absence. Right or wrong, his reasons forgivable or not, he’d been my entire world, and he’d been the best father in that world. He had unselfishly given me every minute of his day, then had made sure that I’d be able to survive without him when that day came.

Glancing around the cabin, though spotless, it looked decrepit. It looked like no one in their right mind would live here and like the roof would cave in on you at any moment. What no one knew was that there was a trapdoor concealed within the floorboards, and down the single flight of stairs, there was a basement full of firearms that would land me in prison for life if ever discovered. None of the items were registered, and many of them were illegal. Granted, I could argue that Cian had purchased them all, but the police could easily counter with why I hadn’t turned them in upon Cian’s death. The answer to that was an easy one; this place reminded me of Cian. Everything about this place reminded me of my childhood with the man that had raised me the best that he could, believing that all children were a gift from God, and that I’d been hand-delivered to him.

I also hadn’t forgotten the lessons that he’d taught me. Once a month, I came out here and hunted, camped, and fell back into my roots. I worked as a bartender Thursday through Sunday, so I had lots of free time, thanks to my inheritance. While I didn’t need the money, I wasn’t used to doing nothing, and Cian would have been disappointed to see me become a spoiled trust fund asshole.

As for any real friendships or connections, I had none. Oh, there were customers that I chatted with, and there were a few one-night-stands in my past, but I wasn’t made for a relationship. While I wouldn’t say that I was as...unusual as Cian had been, I was definitely different. I knew more about guns than I did shoes, and I liked myself just as I was. Living in the woods, dressed in camouflage, surrounded by the bare minimum...that’s what I was comfortable with. The cabin was where I felt like me, my apartment in the city feeling like a role that I was playing sometimes.

I was also very aware that I was probably never going to have a life-partner, but I was okay with that. I understood that men preferred soft women, simple women, beautiful women. I understood that they wanted women that were mother material, and women that knew how to create a safe, loving, comfortable home. If someone were to ask me to pick out drapes, I’d balk at the very idea. However, if someone asked me which handgun was best for left-handers, I’d ask for beginners, hunters, tactical, revolver, semi-auto, and so forth. No man was interested in a woman that didn’t fit the mold, and that was okay. Forcing a relationship was never the answer, and neither was trying to turn yourself into something that you weren’t.

Now, luckily, I had no problem going home with a man after my shift. Sex was an exhilarating connection that compared to nothing else on the planet. Done right, nothing felt better than raw attraction and the powerful chemistry that came with it. Sex was an animalistic ritual that I could appreciate more than most. I’d seen animals in the wild, and the way that the male wolf owned his mate was one of the most intense and incredible things to ever witness.

So, yeah, I didn’t mind one-night-stands, and it also didn’t bother me if the guy didn’t call me the next day. Again, men in this day and age couldn’t handle a woman like me, and I was gracious enough not to think less of them for it.

“I miss you, Papa,” I whispered into the quietness, knowing that the afterlife was anybody’s guess. Nonetheless, it made me feel better to think that Cian could hear me.

I grinned to myself, remembering how he’d hated me calling him Papa. His argument was that I’d forget my parents if I started calling him Papa, but for someone that hadn’t been able to remember her parents, it’d been a futile argument.

No matter what, Cian O’Connell had been my father, and that’d been that.
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Declan~

A year later, both Stewart and Ashton Oliver were no longer my problem, and I couldn’t lie and say that I wasn’t grateful for one less headache, particularly that one. Congressman Oliver had been a thorn in my side for too long, and his eldest son’s death had been a welcomed one, and his younger son was wise enough to stay underground. Now, while I wasn’t a good Catholic, Stewart and Ashton had been worse than any sinning man of religion. I didn’t mislead people into believing that I was anything other than what I was. I also didn’t mistreat innocent women, something that bothered me to no end. Of course, there was a difference between innocent victims and your garden-variety victims, and I knew the difference. So, when a man mistreated a woman that was indeed innocent...yeah, that type of shit didn’t sit well with me.

That was also the reason that Cooper Donaldson was a problem for me. To the outside world, Cooper was a megalomaniac global financier, and he had enough money to hide all of his dirty secrets. While his name was associated with all kinds of politicians and wealthy investors, Ashton Oliver had been small time and never should have fallen on Cooper’s radar, apart from Ashton’s father being a congressman. They’re friendship had been born out of the same sick need to abuse women, and while Ashton had finally gotten his comeuppance, taking care of Cooper was going to require a little more finesse. Luckily for Brandon Oliver, I’d never heard anything about him, apart from being spineless.

Now, the problem with Cooper Donaldson was that he didn’t look like a monster. He was in his sixties, but took care of himself, so instead of looking aged, he looked distinguished. He was six-one, had dark brown hair, golden-colored eyes, and carried himself like a man that knew how impressive his net worth was. So, looking at him, no one would ever suspect that he was evil to the core. No one would ever suspect that he wasn’t as charming as everyone believed him to be.

Nevertheless, all I had were whispers and rumors when it came to how he treated the working girls that made their living in my territory. Whether from fear or finances, none of the girls were willing to speak out about him, so it wasn’t worth the risk to take down such a huge name if I had no proof. Plus, because most of the girls had their own personal demons to deal with, it was unfair to blame all of their troubles on Cooper Donaldson’s sickness, even if it was said that he was into blood sports.

I also had Klive Simpson to deal with, though I didn’t have to deal with him alone. He and his little merry band of misfits were causing problems for the Kotovs and Sartoris as well, so at this point in time, he was merely an annoyance more than anything else. Granted, in my line of work, I had a million annoyances a day, but still. I didn’t mind it much if the issues made me money in the end, but to just ruin my day? Yeah, I didn’t appreciate that shit.

I let out a deep breath as I glanced around the club, Noah making his way over to my table. It was ten in the morning, so the club was fairly empty, only having opened a few minutes ago. Vanity was a gentleman’s club that catered only to men, and lots of business deals-shady and legit-were made within this building. We served lunch and dinner, then after eight, the girls came out and did what they did best; they turned men stupid.

Noah unbuttoned his suit jacket as he sat down across from me. “Everything’s set for tomorrow’s shipment,” he said. “Ronan is also wanting to bring on a new pilot, but I’m not sure that it’s a good idea.”

“What reason did he give for wanting to bring this guy onboard?”

“He claims that his family is beginning to become suspicious with how many flights he’s been taking lately,” he answered. “His wife is accusing him of having an affair.”

“So, it’s our problem that he can’t control his wife?” I snorted.

Noah smirked. “You say that like women can be controlled.”

“They can if you know what you’re doing,” I retorted.

“Christ, I’m going to love it when some female finally knocks you on your ass,” Noah chuckled.

“Tell you what,” I said, fiddling with the tumbler of my favorite whiskey, The Chosen. “The day that I get married, you get married.”

“That’s an easy bet,” he remarked with a grin. “Since you refuse to entertain the idea, it’s a deal.”

Getting back to business, I said, “Well, let Ronan know that we can always find another pilot altogether if his domestic issues are more pressing.”

“I already did,” Noah informed me. “I just thought I’d let you know in case he tried to get a hold of you. Never underestimate a man’s begging.”

“Did you get the name of the guy he suggested?”

Noah nodded. “Already running a full background check in case Ronan ran his lips already.”

“Honestly, when Nero took out Emil Schultz, I thought the expansion was a huge win for everyone.” I shook my head. “The airports are becoming a fucking headache.”

Noah eyed me. “Tha time o’ the month, is it?”

I flipped him off.

Just then, one of our cocktail waitresses walked up to the table. “Can I get you anything, Mr. Murphy?”

Noah’s cerulean-blue eyes roamed over her in an appreciative glance. “I’ll take an Irish coffee, darlin’,” he answered. “Black.”

Turning towards me, she asked, “A refill, Mr. O’Brien?”

I shook my head. “Not sure if you realize it or not, but it’s only ten in the morning.”

Her lips twitched before saying, “Of course.”

When she walked away, Noah said, “Laddie, ye need ta get laid if yer drinkin’ whiskey a’ ten in da feckin’ mornin’.”

Unlike Noah, my accent only came out when I was pissed or extremely irritated. However, his accent only came out when he was trying to charm a female or being a sarcastic asshole. Luckily for us, our grandparents had lived long enough to make a cultural impact on us, so we weren’t quite fully Americanized, much to our mothers’ delight.

Heritage aside, now his words had me thinking to the last time that I’d gotten my dick sucked, and admittedly, it’d been a while. While I wouldn’t say that I picked up random pieces of ass regularly, I rarely went more than a couple of weeks without getting my dick wet. I could only blame it on the mess with the Olivers and Cooper Donaldson, but that was probably a lie. If anyone could multitask, it would be me.

“Are we still on for the poker game tomorrow night?”

Noah nodded. “Yeah, why?”

“Maybe I’ll pick up a bonus after I take all of your guys’ money,” I quipped.

Once a month, all the brothers and cousins had a poker game, and it got pretty rowdy sometimes. We always had it in the back room at Lir, a bar that we owned that had more bouncers than it had bartenders and servers. It catered to a rougher crowd, but nothing that we couldn’t handle. After all, the entire city knew who owned Lir.

“You wish,” Noah snorted. “Last I recall, didn’t Aran take off with all our coin?”

This time, it was me that grinned. “Indeed, he did.”

When our cocktail waitress returned with Noah’s coffee, she gave us a terse nod before going about her business, and it was a small gesture that I could appreciate. Too many females liked to cash in on who we were, but we didn’t hire our staff for easy pussy; we hired them to work.

As she walked away, Noah said, “Fuck, maybe it’s time I got laid, too.”

“If you’re checking out the staff, then I’d say that it is,” I retorted.

“I wasn’t checking her out,” he lied. “I was simply appreciating what is the female creation.”

I rolled my eyes.

I couldn’t help it.

After downing the rest of my whiskey, I asked, “Any more sightings of Klive’s associates?”

Noah shook his head as he let out a quiet sigh. “No,” he answered. “But it’s just so damn hard to get a solid handle on who they are. They could be anyone since they’re just a hodgepodge of criminals.”

“They have to have a spot where they all meet and talk about...fuck, whatever it is that they need to talk about,” I said before running my hand down my face. “I just have no idea if it’s in our territory or not. Kotov and Sartori haven’t heard anything, either.”

“Well, we still have guys out looking for them, so that’s all that we can do until we find out more information on these motherfuckers.” Noah shot me a look. “Is that why you’re drinking whiskey this early in the morning?”

“No, asshole,” I replied. “I’m drinking whiskey because it’s fucking cold outside.”

Noah grinned. “It’s practically a hundred degrees outside.”

“You’re a dick, you know that?”

“That’s what makes me your favorite cousin,” he joked.

“Lochlan is my favorite cousin,” I retorted. “He’s not an asshole.”

“Thought I was a dick?”

“You’re running a combo ticket,” I drawled out.

The fucker just laughed, making me wish for another pour of whiskey.
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Chapter 4
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Keavy~

I walked into Miller’s Brewery & Tap right at six o’clock, the beginning of my shift. I got off at two-thirty in the morning, but the night crew was also good about making sure that everyone was out by two, making clean-up quick and easy. Honestly, the bar manager, Tilly, had it the worst because she couldn’t leave until all the registers were balanced, or until everything was locked away securely in the safe.

Now, when I had first applied to work here as a bartender, I hadn’t been that impressed. All bars had seemed the same to me, so I hadn’t thought of Miller’s as anything special. However, I’d been quickly proven wrong when Tilly had shown me around, astounding me with the back room set up. For whatever reason, the owner had invested in his employees by building one hell of a break room, giving us a place to relax and secure our belongings without worry.

Heading straight to the back to put my stuff away, I grinned over at Casey, one of the day-shift bartenders. “Hey, Casey,” I greeted.

“Hey, Keavy,” she greeted back. “Glad to see you, girl.”

That was her way of saying that she had to get home, so I hurried to go put my stuff away. Casey was a new mom, and even though her husband, Milo, did his best to shoulder the burden, they were two new parents trying to balance life with a newborn.

As soon as I put my stuff away, I grabbed a black apron with Miller’s logo on it, then wrapped it around my waist. Tonight, I was dressed in a plain white t-shirt, black jeans, black ankle boots, with my hair thrown up, my hoop earrings dangling away, and my makeup subtle but apparent. I’d learned a bit from watching some tutorials, but makeup still felt kind of foreign to me sometimes. Plus, most of my wardrobe consisted of white t-shirts, so it hadn’t been like I’d dressed up or anything.

Once I was behind the bar, I said, “You’ve been paroled, ma’am. You’re free to go.”

Casey smiled, already taking off her apron. “You’re a godsend.”

“I’m something,” I muttered, making her laugh.

Just then, Porgy came walking into the bar, noticed me, then pointed his finger my way. “You’ve got me tonight, babe.”

“Did Charolette call in sick?”

“Claims that she’s got the stomach flu, but I think she’s pregnant,” he answered.

“What makes you think that?”

“She’s been catching the flu about once a week for like a month.” He walked behind the bar, high-fiving Casey on her way out, then grabbed an apron. “I keep telling her to go pee on a stick already.”

“Why doesn’t she?”

His face grimaced a bit. “Apparently, she and Scott are having some issues, so I think she’s afraid to find out.” He sighed as he shook his head. “Bad situation.”

“Ouch,” I winced. “That does suck.”

Porgy nodded as he let out another sigh. “Being an adult isn’t the glamorous shit that we always think as kids. If I knew then what I knew now, I would have appreciated my childhood a lot more.”

I grinned. “What’s not glamorous about making horrible mistakes with no one else to take responsibility for them?”

The man grinned back. “There’s also the ability to purchase alcohol legally and really fuck up our lives.”

“That’s what makes you my kindred spirit,” I quipped.

“Speaking of kindred spirits,” he drawled out. “Minnie mentioned the wedding again.”

I eyed him quickly as a new patron sat at the bar. “I thought you told her that you had to work?”

“I did,” he replied. “She doesn’t understand why I can’t trade shifts with someone.”

Ignoring that, I went over to the newcomer. Smiling, I asked, “What can I get you?”

“Do you have something that can erase this past week?” he asked, and that’s when I noticed how tired his hazel eyes looked.

“I do,” I answered. “However, it comes with a side of a I-wish-I-were-dead-hangover.”

The man grinned, and his eyes went from tired to mirthful, making him a lot more attractive than I had originally given him credit for. At about six-foot, he had dark blonde hair, hazel eyes, and had that clean-cut baseball look about him. Not one tattoo in sight, but I’d bet that any tattoos on his body would be a homage to his mother or family. He looked very nice, very presentable, and very safe. He’d probably be horrified to find out that I knew how to snap a man’s neck in two.

“Maybe just a whiskey,” he replied. “I have to work tomorrow.”

“That really is the horror of needing a drink on a Thursday,” I quipped. “Any particular brand?”

He shook his head. “Whatever you have open is fine.”

Yeah, very safe.

Porgy just finished arranging the towels when I reached for the house whiskey. “So, what did you end up telling her?”

“I told her that I wasn’t going to inconvenience someone like that,” he answered, picking up from where we’d left off. “I also reiterated my previous point. We’ve only been seeing each other for a few weeks, so a family wedding is way too serious an event for where we are right now.” He visibly shivered. “Christ, I can only imagine how many people would ask us when we’re next.”

I laughed as I poured the whiskey. “That’s why I’m single.”

Porgy nudged my hips with his thigh. “You’re single because predictability bores you.”

Tossing him a wink, I grabbed the tumbler of whiskey, then walked over to Baseball Guy. “Here you go,” I said, placing the glass in front of him. “While it can’t erase your troubles from your mind, it’ll help you sleep better tonight.”

He smirked as he reached for the glass. “The crying one-year-old that I have at home says otherwise.”

I winced. “Teething?”

“That, or else he just hates me,” he replied, making my lips twitch.

“That’s always a possibility.”

“The only consolation is that he seems to hate his mother, too.” I finally laughed at that. “We’ve tried everything, and that kid just doesn’t seem to care that he’s driving us crazy.”

“And then, one day, he’s going to be graduating from high school, and you and your wife will be wishing that you had these sleepless teething nights back again,” I said.

He smiled again. “Ain’t it the truth.”

“Miss?”

I knocked on the wood once before walking over towards the two females that had just sat down at the bar. While Baseball Guy was dressed like he’d just gotten off work, these two were dressed for dick, and good for them.

“What can I help you with, ladies?”

The blonde looked at me boldly. “Can you castrate my cheating fuck of a boyfriend?”

Actually, I could.

Instead, I said, “Uhm, I’m pretty sure that’s not on the shelf tonight.”

“It should be,” her friend harrumphed. “It should be on every shelf in every bar in America.”

“It should be everywhere where there are cheating assholes,” the blonde huffed.

“How about a glass of wine, a shot of tequila, then a nice toast to him getting herpes?” I suggested. “Castration would make one hell of a mess anyway.”

The blonde grinned, but it was easy to see the hurt in her eyes, making me doubly glad that I was single. “Herpes sounds good.”

“Yeah,” her friend agreed. “It’s the gift that keeps on giving.”

“I’ll be right back.”

“Whatcha got over there?” Porgy asked as he eyed me pouring the tequila.

“Cheating boyfriend, and the guy with the whiskey has a teething baby at home,” I told him. “What do you have?”

“The guy in the blue tie didn’t get a promotion, and the woman in the white shirt hates her boss enough to want to set the man’s home on fire,” he replied.

Now, while not everyone at Miller’s did this, Porgy and I shared the stories of our customers for safety reasons. If our patrons were here for your everyday variety bullshit, then that was okay. However, if someone was here for something deeper, then this was our way of being on guard. Emotions were a funny thing, and it only took a second for a fight to break out in a place like this.

After taking the women their wine and tequila, we toasted to the ex and his future journey with herpes, and then the place started getting packed enough that Porgy and I were both grateful when Leah showed up for her shift. Though the pay was good, the people were entertaining, and I was good at what I did, my breaks and lunch were still welcomed pauses to my work night.

It was also my Monday.
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Chapter 5
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Declan~

As soon as I walked into Lir, Desmond was waiting for me, which had the hairs on the back of my neck standing up almost immediately. If I had to describe my brothers, James was the quiet one, Desmond was the clown, Kevin was the smart one, Cathal was the violent one, and since I was the oldest, I was all that blended into one person. At any rate, with Desmond being the jackhole of the family, he was usually already in his cup when we had poker night.

“What’s up?” I asked as soon as I was close enough.

“Kenneth Swanson isn’t returning my calls,” he informed me, making me have to crack my neck as we made our way to the back of the bar. “He never not picks up.”

“Did something happen to him?”

Desmond shook his head. “Nope,” he answered, popping the ‘p’. “Rumor has it that he can’t pay, so his plan is to avoid us entirely.”

I stopped, then looked over at my brother. “Are you fucking kidding me? That’s his plan?”

“Noah thinks that he might be trying to make a break for it,” he said. “He might already be heading out of town as we speak.”

My feet started moving again. “Do we have anyone on his house yet?”

Desmond nodded. “We have Harland doing periodical checks, but no one sitting on it around the clock.”

When I pushed the door open to the backroom, I asked, “What about his job?”

“Same thing,” he answered.

“There’s the man,” Aran greeted. “Ready to part with your coins, old man?”

I flipped him off, and he just laughed as all the guys were already taking their places at the table. For whatever reason, we always sat with the relations at every other seat with an O’Brien, then a Murphy, then another O’Brien, then a Murphy, and then so on. Our dealer was also a man, so that no one got distracted by anyone’s impressive chest. It was one thing for the servers to have their tits hanging out, but we didn’t play for pocket change at this game, so our dealer needed to be here for the game and nothing more. Plus, I’d rather kill a male dealer with loose lips than a woman.

Instead of taking his seat like the rest of them, Noah had already been making his way towards me when I had walked in the room, and he got right down to business. “He owes a hundred.”

It was moments like this one that a gifted hacker on the payroll would be beneficial. Now, while Kevin was smart as fuck and a wiz on computers, he didn’t have the hacking skills that could get us what we needed and stay out of prison. There was no way for him to be able to look into Kenneth Swanson’s bank accounts without alerting someone.

“Where did you guys hear that he doesn’t plan on paying?” I asked, because you really did have to consider the source when dealing with rumors.

“Lonnie Parker,” Desmond answered. “He said that Kenneth was playing at the tables last week, and when Lonnie remarked about his losses, Kenneth said that he had a plan to win it all back, and if he couldn’t, then all he had to do was avoid us until he figured it out.”

“That’s not the same as not paying us at all,” I pointed out.

“When Lonnie finally cut him off, that’s when Kenneth got testy and told Lonnie to go fuck himself, and that he didn’t have to pay us shit because we were the criminals, not him,” Desmond continued.

“Certain people’s level o’ stupidity really is astoundin’ a’ times,” Noah remarked dryly.

“Well, we’re not going to let him run off with our fucking money,” I said, trusting the source as much as I’d trust anyone that wasn’t family.

Lonnie Parker ran an underground casino, and the man didn’t fuck around when it came to his little enterprise. A three-time felon, working a cushy office job was not in the cards for him, even if those felonies had taken place in his early twenties, nearly thirty years ago. Society only gave second chances to those that they wanted to, and not everyone was afforded that same grace.

At any rate, the last thing that Lonnie was going to do was cause trouble for himself by making up lies that involved any O’Brien. Plus, it took a lot for Lonnie to cut someone off at his gaming tables. After all, it was the way that the man made his living, so he had a long leash when it came to his regulars. However, it appeared as if Kenneth Swanson had overstayed his welcome almost everywhere at this point. Even though all the syndicates operated out of Port Townsend, our tentacles extended to the entire state, so he was stupid to believe that he could run.

Like most gamblers, Kenneth lived in the fallacy that chasing your losses was a good idea, which it wasn’t. The lights in Las Vegas were kept on because of the losers, not the winners, and if that didn’t tell you something, then you were probably too stupid to exist.

“I want him found,” I said unnecessarily. “Tonight.”

“And then?”

I glanced over at Noah. “Then I want to have a chat with him before I end him,” I told him. “If he’s flapping his lips, then it sounds to me like he’s desperate to be an example for others.”

“You can’t collect money from a dead man,” Noah remarked pragmatically.

“You also can’t collect money from a man that has none,” I retorted. “And it’s obvious that Kenneth Swanson is done for at this point.”

“I can have someone at his home and work, but I can’t see him being in either of those places,” Desmond said. “He’s gotta know that those are the two places that we’d look first.”

“Which is why he might be there,” I reasoned. “Reverse psychology and all that.”

“Hey,” James called out. “Are we going to play, or what?”

“We’re talking business,” I called back, shutting my brother up.

“Should we be checking out Lonnie’s place?” Desmond asked.

I shook my head. “Nah,” I answered. “If Lonnie’s already cut him off, then he’ll look somewhere else to scratch his itch.”

“He could be headed to Jersey,” Noah suggested. “If he’s run dry here, it’s possible.”

“Or he could be running in other territories,” I murmured as I tried to put myself in the place of a gambling addict. While I had a lot of vices, I wasn’t addicted to any of them, so it was kind of hard to identify with that kind of dependency.

“That’s possible,” Noah said. “He might feel safe if he thinks that we can’t or won’t go after him while in Kotov or Sartori territory.”

“Find him,” I ordered again. “I don’t want him getting away.”

“Sure thing, boss,” Desmon replied, knowing that I was serious.

When he walked away, Noah stayed behind, saying, “Even if it’s not the full amount, we can still get what we can out of him before you kill him.”

No longer caring about Kenneth Swanson’s debt, I asked, “Do we know if he has a girlfriend or something?” I ran Kenneth’s background check inside my mind, and there’d been no mention of a girlfriend, but that’d been months ago. “He might not have had a girlfriend when he first came to us for a loan, but maybe that changed.”

“It’s possible,” Noah replied. “But you’d have to be a real piece of shit to involve an innocent woman in your bullshit like that.”

“Why are you assuming that she’s innocent?” I asked. “If a girlfriend does exist, then it’s quite possible that she’s just as shady as he is.”

Noah grinned. “You got me there.”

“Are we going to play or what the fuck?” Cathal called out, and it really felt like I had four fucking kids sometimes.

“Blind us out if you assholes can’t wait five minutes,” Noah told him, feeling the same eldest sibling stress that I did.

Eyeing my cousin, I said, “I want him found before he wanders into someone else’s territory. The fuck if I need Kotov or Sartori thinking that I can’t handle my own shit.”

“You’re not lying,” he agreed.

“Okay, let’s go clean these fucking kids out,” I said, jerking my head towards the table. “It’ll shut them up until next month, at least.”

“Easier said than done,” Noah snorted. “They’re all corrupt little bastards.”

I laughed as I finally made my way to the table. The dealer was already set up, and all we had to do was draw for the button at this point. We always all started out with a ten-thousand-dollar stack, which didn’t last long when you considered that the blinds were one-hundred and three-hundred. Still, there was plenty more cash where that came from, and even though we were all related, we paid up. There was no mercy at this table, and that’s what made it so much fun.

An hour later, I was still thinking about Kenneth Swanson, and not because he owed us a hundred-thousand dollars. The man had been running his mouth, and while I could forgive a lot, a motherfucker saying that he wasn’t scared of us wasn’t on that list.
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Chapter 6
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Keavy~

“Just...just give me a moment to freshen up,” I panted, needing a second.

“What for?” Kenneth asked. “I’m just going to dirty you up again, sweetheart.”

Admittedly, his bedroom talk could use some work because it seemed forced, but it wasn’t like I had plans on marrying the man. When Kenneth had walked into Miller’s, he hadn’t exactly caught my eye, but as the night had worn on, he seemed perfect for a one-night stand. Though he wasn’t exactly worthy of being on an underwear billboard, the man was six-foot, had dark brown hair, hazel eyes, and looked like he took care of himself well enough. He had also paid his tab in cash, which had suggested that I wouldn’t have to spring for the motel room all by myself.

At any rate, as soon as last-call had been announced, Kenneth had made his move, inviting me back to his place, and since it’d been a while, I had figured why not. Like I’d said, I was already resigned to be single for the rest of my life, so I was going to get my kicks where I could get them, and all would be going well if he would just shut up.

“I’d just like to freshen up a bit after working eight hours,” I told him as he had me pushed up against the kitchen counter. “I promise that it’ll just take a second.”

Not wanting to scare off easy pussy, Kenneth said, “I’ll get us a couple of glasses of wine while you do your thing.” His lips skimmed down my neck as he added, “Just don’t keep me waiting too long, sweetheart.”

“Don’t worry,” I cooed. “I’m just as eager as you are, or else I wouldn’t be here.” I threw him a quick wink to lessen the sting as I added, “Where’s your bathroom?”

Instead of telling me, he grabbed my hand to escort me down the hallway, and that gentlemanly action had me wondering if I was being too hard on Kenneth. Maybe he was a better man than I’d been giving him credit for, and I had to remind myself to quit judging people so quickly.

“Here you go,” he said as he opened the door for me.

“Thank you,” I said right before kissing his cheek.

As soon as he shut the door, I looked in the mirror, and though I looked tired around my eyes, I didn’t look that bad. After all, it was going to be three in the morning soon, so I shouldn’t be expected to look as fresh as a daisy, right?

I quickly took off my earrings, having learned the hard way that earrings and rough sex weren’t always a good combination. I was a girl that didn’t mind having her hair pulled, but there was nothing fun about it when the man accidentally grabbed your earring as well. I didn’t relish having my earlobe ripped open because I’d been trying to look sexy.

After taking out my earrings, I started contemplating if I should take my hair down when I heard some raised voices. My first thought was that Kenneth must be married or have a girlfriend, and I could only imagine the drama at that possibility. However, when none of the voices appeared to sound female, that got my back up in a way that Cian had always warned me about. If this sonofabitch brought me here for a gang bang, then I was going to kill them all.

Ever so carefully, I cracked the bathroom door open to see if I could hear what was being said, and my hands tightened around the wood as I heard them loud and clearly.

“Did you really think that you could hide from us?” asked one guy.

“Look...I swear-”

“I want to know if you really thought that you’d get away with not paying us,” a second guy scoffed. “I mean, how fucking stupid are you, Swanson?”

“I’m...I’m going...going to pay...” Kenneth stammered. “I...I swear.”

“Is that why you haven’t been returning Desmond O’Brien’s calls?” the first guy asked, and I closed my eyes as my heart skipped a beat.

Kenneth was wanted by the O’Briens.

“My...I lost my...my phone...” Kenneth went on, desperation coating his voice. “I swear, I’m going to pay. I’d never...I lost my phone.”

“Really?” the second guy drawled out.

A second later, the sound of a phone ringing vibrated through the quiet house, and my chest started pounding with how stupid Kenneth Swanson really was. I opened my eyes, wondering why God would do this to me. Out of all the men that had been at Miller’s tonight, why would He let me pick the one guy that was in to the O’Briens?

“I’m sorry,” Kenneth blurted. “I...please-”

“Whose purse is this?” the first guy asked, making me freeze in place. As soon as we’d gotten through Kenneth’s front door, I had placed my purse on a little table in between the kitchen and living room, and I hadn’t bothered to bring it with me to the bathroom.

Shit.

“No one’s,” he lied, and credit to him for not sacrificing me like most men would. “A...some chick left it behind the other night. I...I just haven’t had time...time to return it.”

“I’d believe you if you weren’t a liar, Swanson,” the first guy replied. “Now, you either tell us who else is here, or you and your female friend are really going to be in for an exciting night.”

Remembering everything that Cian had ever taught me about the dynamics between predator and prey, I left my earrings on the bathroom counter, then walked out into the hallway, making my way back into the kitchen with purpose and a straight back.

“Am I interrupting?” I asked, and both strangers turned to look at me, an appreciative smile spreading across both of their faces.

“Well, I guess Kenneth really doesn’t know the difference between the truth and a lie,” the shorter man asked, though short was a relative term. The man was the same height as Kenneth.

The other guy started shaking his head. “Why’d you have to have a fucking witness, Swanson,” he muttered, though there was no regret in his voice.

To his credit, Kenneth said, “Just...she knows nothing.”

“She knows too much by just knowing what we look like if you ask me,” the shorter one said. “While I don’t like killing women, I like prison even less.”

Kenneth’s hazel eyes slid my way, and he really looked sorry, but it was hard to identify with his regret when my life was being threatened. Besides, how good of a man could he be if he was involved with the O’Briens? Granted, that wasn’t to say that every sinner was a bad person, because I had a fair amount of sins of my own, but only a fool would end up on the bad side of an O’Brien.

“You can try to kill me,” I told them. “But I don’t think it’s going to work out too well in your favor.”

Those few words had both men pointing their guns at me, and that’s when Kenneth’s true nature came out. With both their attentions focused on me, Kenneth made a run for it, and I almost felt sorry for these two if he got away. It was rumored that Declan O’Brien didn’t suffer fools gladly, so I couldn’t see him appreciating his men getting duped by the likes of Kenneth Swanson.

“Go after him!” the shorter one yelled, giving me my opening as soon as the taller man took off after Kenneth.

Kicking my leg high, I knocked the gun from his hand, and unlike those stupid female characters in the movies, I knew better than to rest or give the man a chance to collect himself. With him still trapped in shock, my right leg came up, kicking him with enough force to send him flying against the kitchen counter. As soon as he fell to the floor, I wasted no time with grabbing a knife from the utility block, then ramming it into his gut, twisting it as it punctured his stomach.

Blood immediately started pouring from the corner of his mouth, and his brown eyes were wide with disbelief, but that’s what you got when you underestimated your opponent, something that Cian had taught me never to do.

Standing up, I looked around, and with no sign of Kenneth or the other guy, I pulled the knife from the dying man’s body, then stabbed him one more time for good measure before leaving him on the floor to bleed out, taking the knife with me.

After placing the bloody knife in my purse, I grabbed the guy’s gun from where he’d dropped it, then waited just inside the doorway. With or without Kenneth in tow, the second guy would come back for his friend, and he was going to be in for a world of surprise when he found out that I knew how to shoot any gun that you put in my hand.

After what felt like an eternity later, I finally heard him call for his partner. “Ren, where are you? The fucker got away.”

Two steps inside threshold, I jumped out from behind the door, then shot him in the head before he even knew what hit him. His large frame hit the floor with a thud, and it really amazed me how two of O’Briens men could be so easily taken over. Like his friend, he had underestimated me, assuming that Ren would have no trouble taking care of the likes of me.

Little did he know, there wasn’t anyone like me.

Cian had made sure of that, and thank God.
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Declan~

I was pissed, and for a lot more reasons than Cathal taking all of our money tonight. After the poker game, the blonde cocktail waitress had been ready to suck my dick and ease the sting of losing seventy-five-thousand dollars to my little brother, but those plans had immediately come to a halt when Desmond hadn’t been able to get a hold of Ren and Jacob. About four hours into our game, Desmond had gotten a call, Ren telling him that they’d finally found Kenneth Swanson, and that was the last that we’d heard from either Ren or Jacob.

Now, normally, it was James that cleaned up the messes, but there was more at play here, and I knew it. There was no way in hell that Kenneth Swanson could take out one of my men, let alone two of them, so whatever the fuck was going on, I wanted to see it for myself.

When Ren had called to tell Desmond that there’d been some activity at Kenneth’s house, it should have been a simple kidnapping or bullet to Kenneth’s head. Two of my guys missing shouldn’t be a possibility, especially since I only brought in the best. Neither Ren nor Jacob were rookies, so it was plausible that Kenneth had gotten in bed with someone else. My bet would be those fuckers that ran with Klive Simpson, simply because I couldn’t see the Kotovs or Sartoris bothering with a small-timer like Kenneth Swanson.

Luckily for us, Kenneth didn’t live in town. His place was closer to the docks than was wise, but still deep in O’Brien territory for it not to be a problem. Nevertheless, as Noah and I got out of the car, we looked around in case of an ambush. When the second car carrying James and Desmond pulled up next to us, they did the same as they got out of the car.

“That’s Kenneth’s vehicle, and Ren’s car is still parked down the block,” Desmond stated, jerking his head towards a white Mercedes. “So, either Kenneth is still in there, or he took off running.”

“Noah and I will take the front, you guys take the back,” I ordered. “Also, call Kevin and have him check for cameras.” While he couldn’t hack into a security system without getting caught, he could pick up active operating systems in the area.

As James and Desmond made their way towards the back of the property, Noah and I cautiously made our way to the front. Like cops approaching a crime scene, we were looking for anything that could tell us what the fuck was going on here.

“The door’s open,” Noah said as he kicked it open slowly.

I walked in, immediately noticing Jacob dead on the floor. “Fuck.”

“That’s one hell of a shot,” Noah remarked, referring to the perfect hole in the middle of Jacob’s forehead.

Carefully, we continued to make our way inside the small two-bedroom house, and when we rounded the kitchen counter, it was to see Ren dead, having bled out on the floor.

I could hear a low whistle coming from the other end of the living room. “Well, this is one hell of a surprise.”

I looked over at James’ voice. “Can you not be a dick?”

He shook his head. “Nah, it’s in my blood, laddie.”

“There’s no way that Kenneth Swanson did this,” Desmond remarked, echoing my same thoughts.

“Look around, but don’t touch anything,” I instructed, though we were all far from amateurs. “Don’t linger, either.” Though we were all dressed like we were about to rob a bank, I didn’t want to take any chances.

As we carefully looked around, all that seemed curious was the two empty wine glasses that’d been sitting out, a bottle of wine next to them. Apart from that, the house looked surprisingly clean and neat for such a degenerate. Granted, since he spent most of his time at the tables, I doubted that he was home enough to make any kind of mess.

“Did we ever find out if Kenneth had a girlfriend?” James asked as he walked out of the hallway. “I found a pair of earrings on the bathroom counter.”

“I can get Kevin on it,” Desmond said. “But as far as I know, he was single.”

“Maybe it was just a hookup, and she left some shit behind,” Noah suggested.

“Yeah, like a couple of dead bodies,” James snorted.

I looked over at my brother. “Do you honestly believe that a female took these two down?”

“Why not?” he asked.

“Are you serious?” I practically gawked, trying to understand his logic.

“If she didn’t take them down, then maybe she helped,” he replied. “Kenneth Swanson would never have been able to take Ren and Jacob down alone, Declan.” He shook his head. “It’s impossible. The man is a weasel on his best day.”

“He’s not wrong,” Noah chimed in. “Ren and Jacob aren’t rookies and never would have let Swanson get the upper hand on them.”

“Or maybe it was more than just some hookup,” James offered. “Maybe he was having a party, and they all helped take Jake and Ren down.”

“So, do we leave the bodies here, then let the police do the footwork of finding DNA and all that shit, or do we clean up the place ourselves?” I asked them.

“The bodies will be traced back to us,” Noah pointed out. “I say we clean up the mess ourselves, then put our feet to the pavement to find Swanson. Their guns are missing, and I don’t particularly feel comfortable with anyone that’s not an O’Brien walking around with our personal guns on them.”

“That ain’t no lie,” Desmond muttered.

“Tell Cathal that there’s a fifty-thousand-dollar bounty on Kenneth Swanson delivered to us alive, and if he can be found in the next twenty-four hours, I’ll double it to a hundred-grand,” I said, instructing Desmond. “Kenneth only, don’t mention any extras.”

Desmond gave me a terse nod as James asked, “What do you want to do about the earrings?”

“I want them,” I answered. “Also, we’re taking the wine and glasses. I want it to look like Kenneth hasn’t been here in days.”

James nodded before going to get the earrings, and James went to grab the wine and glasses. As they did their thing, I kept eyeing the house, looking for any kind of camera. For a man that gambled like Kenneth Swanson, a security system wouldn’t be a bad investment. Of course, the man had no money, so maybe it was just a sensible luxury that he couldn’t afford.

“I want him found.”

“We’ll find him,” Noah assured me. “Besides, someone has to answer for Ren and Jacob.”

“If he thought that he was in a world of hurt for a gambling debt, he has no idea what he’s in for now,” I replied. “He killed two of my best men, and if he didn’t kill them, then he got them killed.”

“It’s a clean shot, Declan,” Noah remarked seriously.

“I noticed,” I said before letting out a heavy sigh. “It was also a gutting, which tells me that we’re not dealing with an amateur or scared rabbit.”

“Maybe Kenneth pissed off someone else besides us,” Noah suggested. “At this point, anything is possible.”

He had a valid point. When a person was addicted to something, they usually had more than one source for their addictions. A drug addict never had just one dealer, so it stood to reason that Kenneth probably owed quite a few people money, and if he was making noise about not paying any of us, then I could see someone offing him. Or in this case, ambushing him, then making off with him.

“What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking of calling Kotov and Sartori to see if he’s been messing around in their territories lately,” I answered, mulling it over in my head.

Noah’s brows furrowed a bit. “Ye think they’d come ‘n ‘ere en take ‘im? What with us all gettin’ along these days?”

I flipped him off.

Now was not the time for sarcasm.

Noah just chuckled as Desmond said, “The crew is on their way.”

I gave him a terse nod as James came out of the hallway, the earrings in hand. “I didn’t see anything else that might have been left behind.”

Studying the earrings in my hand, they were nothing but a pair of large silver hoops, the kind that you saw anywhere and everywhere. There wasn’t anything special or personal about them, so they weren’t going to tell me much unless I decided to build a DNA lab, which I wasn’t about to.

Sliding the jewelry in my pocket, I said, “Alright, we’re heading back. Let me know when everything is taken care of.”

Not waiting for their answers, Noah and I left, and as we were walking through the yard, I looked down and noticed a pair of footsteps that stood out from all the others. They stood out because they were too small to belong to a man.
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Chapter 8
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Keavy~

I towel dried my hair as I walked out of the shower, my mind still on my goddamn earrings. It’d been such a rookie move to leave them behind, and I was screwed if there were any cameras in the area. If not, then I could always lie and say that I had hooked up with Kenneth last weekend or something like that.

After I’d shot the second guy, I had grabbed his gun, then had tossed both weapons in my purse, getting the hell out of there before anyone else showed up. Thankfully, both firearms had been equipped with silencers, not to mention that Kenneth’s house had been close enough to the docks to be considered out in the country. His nearest neighbor was half a block away, and the semi-isolation had made it easy to go out the back, then run my way back into town.

Now, while I’d done my best to not touch anything, including the doorknob to the back door, everyone knew that a person left behind a little bit of DNA wherever they went. So, at this point, all I could hope for was the absence of cameras, leaving the police to prove that I’d been at Kenneth’s house tonight and not some other night.

Once I’d gotten closer to town, I had emerged in a seedier side of Port Townsend, but I’d known enough to recognized that I’d still been in O’Brien territory, which had been a good thing, despite having almost been killed by them. The last thing that I’d wanted to do was end up in Kotov or Sartori territory, knowing no one or how to get around.

I’d also been lucky enough to make my way to Miller’s without anyone bothering me that late at night-or early in the morning, really. By the time that my feet had hit the pavement, it’d been past four in the morning, so maybe all the riffraff had already been passed out for the night.

At any rate, as soon as I’d gotten into my car, I’d driven out to the cabin. The second that I’d gotten here, instead of going into the house, I’d gone to the deep pit barbecue setup that Cian used to use when he’d hunt, then had dumped the knife, guns, all my clothing, and my purse into the pit, lighting it on fire immediately. After that, I’d taken the stuff that I had saved from my purse, then had gone inside to take a shower. Once I had scrubbed myself clean, I had let the water continue to run, then poured bleach all over the tile, then let it flow down the drain. I knew that bleach didn’t help against that snazzy blue light that CSI had, but it had made me feel better to go that extra mile.
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