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ONE

 

 

“ARE WE GOING TO run forever? Is that your grand plan, Dad?”

“I’m thinking, I have to think.” In the car, since leaving Conn bleeding, cuffed to her grandfather’s couch, they’d been driving around the city. Just driving. Achieving nothing except dowsing tiny, anxious glimmers of hope. “We need a car. We need a different car.”

Conn deserved a chance. He’d put himself in front of her; taken that bullet for her. No one else knew what went down in that room, no one else was there, no one else saw. His survival depended on her.

“We need to call Lachlan,” she said. “We need to call an ambulance. It’s not too late to—”

“No! No. No. No!”

The warmth on her cheeks chilled until a fresh wave of tears escaped. “Please,” she sobbed. “Please, Dad. You don’t want to do this. If we go back now, if we get him help—”

“He’s beyond help!”

Fear dried her throat. A world without Connel McDade? Without her McDade? She wouldn’t believe in his demise until her own eyes witnessed him prone and lifeless.

“Daddy, please.”

This man, the strength in him, once all bluster, had become something determined… and unsettling.

“That Irish scum doesn’t deserve to breathe. You don’t need him. You’re a McLeod, I did you a favor. In time, you’ll see I’m right.”

Every time she closed her eyes, the growing blot of blood on Conn’s pristine shirt poisoned her mind.

“I love him, Dad. I know you don’t…” The words stuck in her throat. Though she fought to expel them, only a shriek escaped. Loud. Pained. Desperate. Primal grief commanded her senses. “God-fucking-damn you! Give me your phone!”

“No, my phone…”

Her father drove with one hand on the wheel and one on the gun in his lap. Was that how this would end? Murdered by her own father?

“If he’s gone, if I’ve lost him…” Swallowing a dose of resolve, grief gave way to rage. “I swear to God, I will take you down and I will make it fucking hurt!”

“Watch your mouth!”

“You fucking bastard!”

She wanted her goddamn hands, wanted to punch and kick, and cause him pain. But that was nothing to her need to be with Conn, to call for help, to scream from the deepest depths of her guts. He couldn’t be gone. He couldn’t.

It was her fault. He’d only been at the meet for her. She should’ve told him to stay in bed. Left him safe in their loft and gone to meet her father alone.

“Don’t you dare speak to me like that, young lady! You have done this! Caused this! Everything worked until you—”

“Fucked Ire McDade,” she spat and lunged closer. “I did, Daddy. Over and over and over again. He was fucking amazing, made your little girl take it fucking hard and I begged for more! Begged him, you sick bastard!”

“How dare you!”

“How dare I?” Disgust tightened her jaw. “You’re a murderer! You murdered your father! Murdered the man your daughter loves! You need help!” Though she wasn’t the one who’d give it. “Take off the cuffs, give me the gun, and I’ll end both our miseries right here.”

“My car is too conspicuous.” The bastard wasn’t even listening to her pain, to her boundless agony. “We need something—Lachlan uses the motor pool.”

“Yeah?” she asked, though already knew that. “Why don’t you drive us there, huh? Right up to the precinct.”

“We need something—no one would know we… One of your lowlife friends must—”

“Oh, sure, wait while I call my friends for help. At least I have fucking friends who can help. At least they know—”

“Kurt Stratford.”

Strat. Another shiver of fear. 

Anger faded to a sheer terror she didn’t want her father to see.

“What?”

“What is his address?”

“I am not taking you to his place.”

“His son then—”

“No! Why would I—”

“You do this! You help me or your lover will not be the only one going to hell tonight.”

Gritting her teeth, the fire of anger in her belly threatened to erupt. She’d allow it to burst, if she wasn’t so damned impotent. 

“I won’t let you near him.”

“His son—”

“No! Why would I open my network to—”

“I have the power to dismantle everything that slug built. Do you want me to make a call and bring in every McDade that walks the street?”

Yes, she sort of did, because at least then they’d know something was going on. Except if each person was brought in alone, how long would it take anyone to notice Conn wasn’t among them? She needed McDades, needed them to hear her silent plea and start looking. 

Niall would find him. 

Though their First Team, as Conn called them, were asleep. Niall was the only hope. The guys outside her grandfather’s would never enter and interrupt a meeting. The silenced shot would’ve passed by unheard. She and her father went out the back. No one knew her love was there, slowly bleeding to death, the cuff on his wrist preventing him seeking help on his own.

“Stag,” she said. “Go to Stag, we have cars there.”

“Ha!” His single beat of incredulous laughter startled her. “Don’t play games with me, you think I’m that stupid?”

“I think you’re that crazy.” And entitled. “You said you needed a car and I’m telling you there are vehicles there.”

“And plenty of men you might appeal to for help.”

Yeah, rocking up with her father would be bad enough. When they saw the cuffs and the gun, and the lack of their leader…

Someone would rouse Niall, wouldn’t they? Who else would be on-site? She didn’t know if there were cars for the taking. Even if there were, she wouldn’t know where to find keys. If she could stall—who would know her well enough to read between the lines?

“I won’t—”

He raised the gun, aiming it toward her stomach. “Stop playing with me.”

“Shoot me,” she said, shifting her angle to give him a bigger target. “Please. Now. Just do it. Maybe then they’ll find out what you’re really capable of. Any man who can murder his own father can murder his daughter. You’ll go to prison. Forever. Well, for as long as the McDades let you live.”

“I didn’t murder anyone. We already have a witness putting McDade at my father’s the night he was murdered. When they find your body next to his, we’ll call it murder-suicide and no one will bat an eye. Has the added advantage that Silvio will win the Harvest deal by default, and my standing will—”

“You make me sick.”

They’d never got along. Once she’d been sorry he couldn’t accept her. Now, glaring at his profile, nothing would erase her disgust. He hadn’t accepted her? Fuck that; she’d never accept him.

“You were the architect of his demise, his and yours, if you don’t do as you’re told.”

“Strat’s,” she whispered, resigned to their fate, and gave him the address.

“Good. This will be easier; I’m doing what’s best for all of us.”

All of us? All of him. Nothing about the situation was good for her. It wasn’t good for the McDades or the Stratfords. Wasn’t good for Steeple or her colleagues at The Chronicler. Most of all? It wasn’t good for Lachlan. How could this play out without ultimately shattering his world? She’d already lost one man she loved, two men, losing another would finish her.

For the drive to Strat’s, which wasn’t far, they didn’t share another word.

“Park over there,” she said, nodding to a space by the building. “We’re not going in. I don’t trust you not to…” 

If anything happened to threaten Strat, she’d provoke her father into giving her the bullet. She didn’t want Conn setup to take the fall for her murder, but his people would fight his corner. She couldn’t lose a friend. Wouldn’t.

“You care too much about people,” her father said, turning off the engine.

“And you care about no one.” Not even his own blood. “Leave the keys in it.”

“Excuse me?”

“Where’s your phone? Loosen the cuffs and I’ll—”

“No.” He retrieved his phone from a side pocket. “What’s the number?”

Much as she didn’t want to give it, what choice did she have? He dialed on speaker. Shit.

Strat answered, clearing his throat. “Yeah?”

“Kurt?”

Another cough. “What the—”

“I need to borrow your car.”

“Scamp?”

“Please just, come to the window, drop your keys down to the parking lot.”

“What?” he asked again. “What the fuck is going on?”

“I can’t talk.” Her eyes met her father’s. “Please just, drop them out the window.”

“It’s barely fucking light outside.” 

She hadn’t thought about the sun. Not that it had risen yet. Not then and it never would again. Without Conn there would be no new day, no sunrise could replace what she’d lost. 

“I know, I’m sorry to wake you. It’s important.”

“Come up and—”

“No, I’m not coming up, and I don’t have time to explain.” The answer would be different if she didn’t fear her father flipping out and killing someone else. “I’m not alone.”

“Why’s Ire—”

“Long live the king,” she murmured, hoping he’d remember their conversation about Ire’s potential demise. 

Strat was incredible at picking up her cues, at this most important moment, she hoped that skill wouldn’t desert them. Though so early in the morning, he may not have flicked the on switch yet. 

Her father’s interjection was unexpected. “He makes you say that?” 

“Superintendent?” Strat asked.

Ronald McLeod sealed his lips again.

“We’ll leave the keys in this one,” she said, “can you make it disappear?”

Something she’d never have said in front of her father before. She wouldn’t name Ford or Jagg, Strat’s boys, but once upon a time, they’d run the city’s most successful chop shop.

“Scamp?”

“I know,” she said, sighing at the trepidation in his tone. “Everyone is capable in the right circumstance.”

He had to be listening. Please listen. Hear her. Asking him to disappear the car would betray laws had been broken. Suspicion would swing Strat’s way if the superintendent’s car was abandoned in his parking lot. She would not let her friend take the fall for her father’s transgressions.

“Or the wrong one.”

Yes! Strat’s muttered words gave relief, though she couldn’t show it and reveal they were passing messages.

Her father gestured at the side door, gun against him, aimed in her direction. She managed to open the side door. The gun stayed on her, even as her father came around the hood. Weapon in one hand, phone in the other.

“What does that mean?” her father asked.

“Means I have nothing left to lose,” she said, walking closer to the building after getting out.

Something she’d said to Strat when she and Conn were apart in the past. 

“I value it,” Strat said, adamant. Light went on above. His light. “You need me with you.”

The window opened and there he was. Discerning his expression through the dim light and distance wasn’t easy. Disapproval came in his tone, no concealing that.

“Not on this. Drop them.” He did and they landed right at her feet. “I’m sorry, Strat. I love you.”

Her father cut off the phone so abruptly, she wasn’t sure the final words were heard. Ronald backed up, more brazen with the angle of the gun. 

“Pick them up.”

Turning her back, she braced for a kill shot as she crouched and fumbled to find them. As she stood, he ripped them from her hand and grabbed her arm. 

“Dad—”

“Good. This is exactly what we need.”

What she needed wasn’t considered. At least she got to say goodbye to her friend. Whatever happened now, she doubted she’d see him again. Her father was off the rails and if he was adamant Lachlan couldn’t know, she wouldn’t be allowed to speak to him.

How the hell had they ended up in this insanity?


 

 

TWO

 

 

THEY DROVE FOR what felt like a million years. Her pleas for Conn fell on deaf ears. At some point, after the sun had risen in the sky, she gave up begging for his life. If he hadn’t been found by then, he’d be gone. Her love. Her future. How would she go on? What was left without him?

No radio. No news. No music. The cuffs at her back made it difficult to get comfortable. The enveloping grief didn’t subside and trickled out until her exhausted body surrendered to sleep.

Life, what they could’ve been, meaning and purpose, all had been stolen. What happened to her next didn’t matter. She was done fighting. If she hadn’t been so determined to liberate the truth, maybe people wouldn’t have lost their lives. People like her grandfather… like Conn.

Her first thought when she opened her eyes? Connel McDade. 

From then on, she’d wake lonely. Wake without him struck by the painful truth he would never sleep at her side again. 

They’d stopped.

Light outside hurt her sensitive eyes. She hadn’t figured out what was happening until her father opened her side door and dragged her out of the vehicle into a room.

A crappy out-of-state motel. 

Her stomach rumbled and her eyes burned. Not that she cared about either.

Another set of cuffs appeared from somewhere and he attached one loop to the bed’s headboard. He snapped the loose end to her wrist, leaving her contorted in a—he freed her from the first set. Thank God, she could move her shoulders.

“So is this it now? We’re just on the run forever? Me cuffed to the furniture in motels across the country?”

Nothing. He hadn’t said a damn word. All her life she’d been invisible unless acting out. If this wasn’t him repeating that past, she didn’t know what to call it. A midlife crisis? Murder was an extreme way to recapture his youth. Just what had he been up to back then?

Her mood wasn’t helped by him pacing back and forth at the end of the bed.

“We’re the only ones who know,” he muttered.

Probably wasn’t talking to her, but she was beyond caring about his wants. “About your homicidal tendencies or you screwing over the city you claimed to adore?” Bullshit. No one betrayed what they truly loved. For all the difference it made, her father didn’t even glance her way. “Lach will notice we’re gone, Ronald.” 

Using his name was more appropriate than giving him any familial title. Even in private, she didn’t want to admit they were related, and he sure didn’t deserve respect. 

“I can control this.”

Himself or the situation? 

“Lachlan actually does have integrity and loyalty,” she said. “He’ll move heaven and earth to find us.”

How she wished to be wrong on that. With their father so unhinged, she didn’t trust him to make rational choices.

The superintendent’s staff would wait a few hours, maybe a day, then contact Lachlan to report his father missing. Her brother would look in the obvious places and try cellphones. When no one picked up, he’d do rounds of the city officials. Had anyone seen their father? He’d call Steeple. And, yes, her brother would go to Stag.

What reception awaited him there? Would Conn’s men think he was in on the murder? That she was in on it?

Didn’t look good that the boss went out with his girlfriend and came back dead, with said girlfriend in the wind.

Silvio Manzani, McDade enemy and the don bribing her father, wouldn’t be any help. Not that Lachlan would look there given he didn’t believe their father’s duplicity.

Might he go to Evander? Yes. And boy could that blow up in his face.

All the landmines they’d left behind. Avoiding them would take a miracle on Lachlan’s part. Maybe her only chance for liberation was her sibling, though she wouldn’t hold her breath he’d last the week in the wake of their carnage.

Eventually Lachlan would learn Conn was dead. May learn Evander “Vex” Manzani had been shot; he could be dead too by this point.

The only desperate hope for any semblance of help and protection would be if Lach went to Strat first. Her friend, her best friend, maybe had the privilege of being the last man to see her alive. 

Would her brother put pride before sense? He may not want to go to his ex’s father to ask for help. He may not call the ex-girlfriend who’d recently found new love. If pride won out, her brother would be in serious danger.

Her friendship with Strat was common knowledge. People from both factions, McDade and McLeod, had been working together at Stag. Should that make a difference to trust and approachability? Yes. Would it? With men, who could tell?

What about Strat? He wouldn’t have gone back to bed and slept through the morning. He’d be up, working to help her, to save her. He might go to Lachlan. Then, hopefully, she could rely on her friend to guide her brother. 

Conn.

Strat was one of the few people who knew about their loft. And he had Niall’s number. If he called and got the lieutenant out of bed, they may have found Conn in time. Except who knew where they’d gone? How long would it take Niall and Strat to figure out they’d been at her grandfather’s? The longer it took, the more Conn bled.

And there was the other problem, McDades didn’t use hospitals with maximum resources. McDades had their own doctor. The guy had to be used to rooting out bullets and patching guys up. How was he with blood loss? If her love had—

“We can’t go back.” Her father’s pacing continued. “We can’t. Not together.”

“You can’t go back at all,” she said. “I’m a reporter, Ronald. You think for a second I won’t recount every minute, despicable detail of what happened last night? My mission, every day I live, will be to put the truth out there.”

He stopped pacing to glare, ah, now that was familiar. “I saved your life.”

Her mouth opened in unison with the widening of her eyes. She couldn’t even—the words just—laughter bubbled out. 

“Are you fucking insane? You called me! You put me there. What exactly was the threat to my life? Silvio walked out, no threat. Conn wasn’t holding a gun; he wasn’t the one shooting people. And I can guarantee, if he’d been armed, you’d be lying dead on that floor right now. You think I’d give a fuck? My guy would be balls deep inside me, listening to me scream for more, scream my thanks for taking your repulsive, vindictive ass off the board!”

Her guy once told her not to leave him alone with Ronald if they discovered he had foreknowledge of the Manzani attack that put her in hospital. How could she have thought, for even a second, that her father wasn’t complicit in that assault?

As for the meet at her grandpapa’s, her father put her in that room. He hadn’t asked for Conn’s presence. No, that was on her. His demise was on her.

“We have to fix this!”

“How do you want to do that, Dad?” she asked, rattling the cuff on the headboard. “You plan to keep me cuffed and quiet for the rest of my life?”

“You’ll say nothing.”

“Why would I keep your secrets? You’re a murderer!”

“It was necessary!” And the wild, deluded light in his eyes proved he believed that. “I did it for the city! I did it for you!”

“What do you want, Dad? Huh? You want to go back there and pretend nothing’s wrong? You want to stride on into your office and resume your role? You murdered your father. A city alderman. You’re a murderer, Ronald.”

“Because he was going to ruin everything, ruin careers, you don’t know the pressure I was under. People looked to me, they begged for help, begged me to stop him asking questions.”

His allies, those on the Manzani payroll. Not the kind of people Superintendent was supposed to serve. It made her sick.

“He was your father,” she pleaded, but got a harsh slap as the words sank in. 

Right there, in that moment, she was looking at her father. Hers. If someone put a gun in her hand, would she hesitate to pull the trigger? No. After what he’d done, how could he ever be forgiven? She would kill her father, just as he killed his. Maybe murder was in McLeod blood.

“The situation got out of hand. It wasn’t meant to—if he’d just listened—”

“You deserve to go to jail!”

“And what about the man you brought to our meeting?” Either he couldn’t say Conn’s name or he was disassociating. Maybe he didn’t see her love as worthy of a name. “What did he deserve?”

“Not death.”

“Hasn’t he killed? Hasn’t he murdered people? Would you have put him behind bars?”

No and she couldn’t deny the hypocrisy. Whatever their crimes, she accepted Conn’s world and the people in it. Even Strat and his boys once lived on the shadier side of life.

“Conn never hurt anyone I loved.”

“Those he did hurt were loved by someone.”

Somewhere. Maybe. What about Pietro? Had he been loved? She’d stood there while life slipped out of him. What had she done about that? Nothing. She hadn’t objected. In fact, she went straight to the murderer’s bed.

“I figured out you were responsible for Grandpapa because you didn’t care about finding the murderer. When we were in Stag, everyone else was working hard and offering help, you just sat there. Because all along, you knew who did it.” She scoffed in an ironic laugh and sat on the edge of the bed. “Conn said you might not know the trigger man, but you knew more than you were letting on.”

Now she wondered if he’d been protecting her from the truth.

“You talked about me?”

“We talked about everything,” she said, fighting her urge to snap at his affront. “He was the man I planned to marry. The only man I’d ever consider having a family with. You took that away from me. From us.”

“You grieve now,” he said, calmer than before. “In time, you’ll see I did the right thing. I saved you from him.”

She exhaled. “Does it matter? If we can’t go back to the city together, you’ll have to get rid of me too. How will you explain my disappearance, my murder, to Lachlan? You won’t be able to blame it on Conn now, he’ll have been found.”

God, she needed that to be true.

And there in lay the rub. Her father inhaled and closed his mouth, slowly letting the breath go from his nose. 

“If you’re going to kill me anyway, just get it over with. It doesn’t matter when or where.”

“I could never—you’re my daughter.”

She smiled, though it wasn’t in happiness. “Any affection you feel for me comes from Lachlan. Somehow, he taught you that you should care, but you don’t need to act anymore. There’s no one here but us. You’ve never liked me. You say I’m too like my mother, is seeing me a reminder of what you’ve lost? Did you ever love her?”

“I did love your mother. Faults and all.”

“You can’t even do it, can you? You can’t love and just leave it at that. It’s always about you, what you need, what you think. How did she live with your constant judgment? 

“Your mother and I were happy. She understood the importance of my work. We had respect.”

“Are you sure about that? Because I’ve been inside now, I’ve seen true love from within. I was never afraid to tell Conn anything, nothing was out of bounds for us. He didn’t think about what I’d done wrong or how many mistakes I made, he supported me.”

“Easy for someone who sets his own bar so low.”

“Oh, that’s nice. Killing him wasn’t enough, now you have to disrespect his memory? That gun in your hand is looking pretty nice right now. Get it over with, Dad. Put a bullet in me and go back to your life, back to your happiness.”

Which definitely didn’t come from family. No. He’d killed his father and intended to kill his daughter, how long would Lachlan survive?

“I don’t relish any of this.”

“What about Lachlan?” she asked because she had to know. “What will you tell him?”

“Your brother is…”

He exhaled and loosened. 

Yeah, Lachlan was going to be a problem. One way or another, eventually, he’d uncover the truth. What would happen then? 

“He’s determined to find Henry’s killer. Conn’s death, my disappearance…” or death, if they ever found her body. “He’ll start putting pieces together and will expect your support.” The discerning tilt of her father’s brow gave her some inkling she might be getting through. “Think about it. How will you investigate your own crimes? Throw Lachlan off the scent without him knowing you’re throwing him off the scent? You might as well kill him too.”

The city would notice that, though Ronald would be hailed as a valiant hero for enduring such tragedy. He’d end up in the governor’s mansion if he played it right. And all it would take was the death of everyone who shared his blood.

“Lachlan doesn’t deserve to die.” But others did? “He’ll only accept this if…” Struck by an idea, he jerked, regaining his tension. “You will tell him.”

“Lachlan? Tell him what?”

“We’ll come up with it together, right here, in this room.”

“A story?”

A lie. A fable. An untruth. 

“Your idea, you said you’d publish a supporting narrative.”

“I said that before you killed my boyfriend.”

“What is so different now?” he asked, lighter and more optimistic, disgusting her further. “You want to protect your brother, don’t you? Any questions of my involvement in Henry’s death, in the death of your lowlife lover, they’ll damage your brother too. Damage the family.”

She didn’t care about the McLeod family name. She did care about Lachlan.

“You want me to sell a lie?”

“We’ll put it together, us, in a way everyone can accept. We’ll answer the questions and put suspicion to rest.”

The man had a lot of faith in the power of the pen. Was it possible? Perhaps. Could she do it? Would she do it?

What choice did she have?


 

 

THREE

 

 

TURNED OUT IT was as easy as bribing the caretaker’s kid to buy supplies.

No phones. No computers. Everything was done the old-fashioned way, long hand on legal pads. One after another, their failed attempts littered the floor in scrunched balls and torn fragments.

For five whole days, they stayed in that room, together, draft after draft, argument on top of argument. Would they ever come to a consensus? With the curtains perpetually closed and meals only arriving when her father chose to order, she couldn’t identify the time of day and still didn’t know which state they were in.

Sitting on the floor, back to the end of the bed, she was numb, yet still curious.

“Why did you do it?”

Her father, in the chair by the TV that had never been on, looked her way. “Do what?”

Frayed emotions settled in their intensity. It just wasn’t possible to live with such angry hate every minute, especially when they were hardly sleeping. 

“Silvio Manzani, was he the first? Who approached you with a bribe?”

“We met. A few years ago, by accident.”

“Accident, huh?”

“We were at a city function, a fundraiser for something, I can’t remember. I’d stepped out to take a call. When I hung up and turned around, he was in the office with me.”

“That’s not by accident,” she said. “Whether you knew it was going to happen or not, that was deliberate.”

“Perhaps. It was harmless conversation, at first. We talked about the city, about a vision of the future. About our differences… our similarities.”

“He seduced you, told you what you wanted to hear.” Flattered him, no doubt. “Gave you a sense of righteousness. Shit, Dad, you walked right into it.”

“What about you?” Though rankle hid in his expression, he did a not so bad job at remaining calm. “How did Ire seduce you away from your family?”

“It wasn’t like that,” she said, doodling in the top corner of the pad on her folded legs. “Connel and I were entirely mutual in our attraction.” Though he’d videoed them, suggesting he intended to play her from the first second. “Conn never promised me anything but truth and he never let me down.”

Ronald had torn the phone from the wall on their first day there. That and the TV’s power cord had taken a shallow bath, rendering them useless. Any chance of help, of learning the truth of Conn’s fate, drowned with those power supplies.

“Ire McDade was a dangerous man.”

Past tense. Her father always spoke of him in the past tense. Uncertainty was poisonous… and contagious.

“I never doubted that.”

“He could’ve hurt you.”

“He didn’t,” she said, raising her eyes from the stag’s head she’d drawn. Though smaller, it was a perfect copy of Conn’s tattoo. “He’d have done anything for me, Dad. Anything. He loved me.”

“Did you consider your family when you were with him? Giving yourself to him?”

“Yes,” she said, fighting to restrain herself. “In fact, we broke up once because I couldn’t exist in two worlds. He gave me up. He didn’t have to make the sacrifice; he did it for me. For the McLeods.”

“I didn’t go into my deal with Silvio intending to hurt anyone.”

“These things always start with one small step,” she said. “Doing the right thing never starts with doing the wrong thing.”

“Your brother’s words.”

“He’s right. It’s always him, don’t you see? Lachlan is the best of us. Mom and Grandpapa are gone. You and I are damaged, broken. The only hope for the McLeod family is Lachlan’s purity. He wants to do good, to be good.”

“He was raised with integrity.”

“No thanks to you,” she said. “Lachlan spent most of his youth raising me. He spent most of his life setting a good example for me.”

“Is that what angers you? Why you chose to give yourself to…? You blame me for neglecting you?”

“No, actually,” she said, perspective adjusting. “My brother raised me with love and was an excellent role model. I adore my brother. Which you know, that’s why you used him to get me into that room with Silvio. Lach puts me, us, ahead of everything else in his life.”

Maybe that was it. Lachlan wanted to raise her right, so hadn’t taken advantage of the easy route, the reckless route, if ever offered to him. Choice over his character, his actions, was influenced by his need to set an example for her, and the expectation of the McLeod generations above him. Had her brother ever done something for him, been his true self, or was his entire life crafted by conformity?

“Sometimes we have to value more than one thing. My work with the city—”

“If we’ve accomplished any kind of truce in the last five days, can we at least be honest with each other? You enjoyed the attention. It’s no shame, it’s allowed. You were in control at work, felt important, you got a recognition there that you didn’t get with your family.”

“Silvio, more than once, brought you and your brother into conversation. Your safety was a concern.” Before it became about money, maybe. “A man like that can… I did stand up for you, for my family.”

“Threats are one thing, but the bigger picture… Maybe now with Grandpapa gone, it’s more precarious, but Silvio couldn’t have hurt Lachlan. Wouldn’t have. And Evander’s attention, it’s been a part of my adult life as far back as I remember.”

“Silvio is not close to his youngest son.”

The Manzani obsessed with her.

“No. You weren’t close to your children either.”

“I stood up for you.”

“And I did the same,” she said. “Maybe we both started out trying to do the expected thing, the default thing, in standing up for our family. But now…” Everything seemed warped, every memory unreliable. “I don’t know what we were doing, either of us.”

Giving themselves permission to do whatever they truly wanted. That’s what they’d been doing. Stacking their selfish desires under a false umbrella of virtue gave them a righteous, ridiculous excuse. They weren’t thinking about the family, they were thinking about themselves.

A pause lingered. Neither waited for anything, they just sat with themselves for a minute. Who was she without Connel? Her life had been molded by the men in it. First Lachlan, her work at the Chronicler, Evander, the Manzanis, the McDades, Conn… Her morals twisted in the wind, catering to whatever the moment required. It never scared her to be near Conn. In spite of what he’d done, even in her company, disgust, fear, neither visited when he was around.

Conn would never be with her again, and her grandfather was out of the picture. Who was she without them? Who did she want to be? The McLeod restraints disappeared when she admitted her relationship with Connel. Since being free of judgment, she hadn’t paused to figure out if there were other facets of herself she wanted to explore. 

Lach. It came back to him, didn’t it? Without Conn, her life stalled. Maybe it was her turn to look after her brother, to prioritize him, like he’d done when she needed him. He’d lost so much. His relationship, his apartment, maybe that’s why he moved in with her, to get away from his own grief. He’d said she needed a keeper, maybe it was him, maybe he needed one. Had he come to her for support in the wake of his heartache? What had she done? Thrown her relationship in his face and moved out. Great job, Sersha. Just great.

“I do enjoy being important,” her father said, surprising her with candor. “And I never was with you.”

“Important?”

“You respected your brother. Idolized him. You clung to him, hung on his every word. He got through to you in a way I never could.”

“You could’ve tried.”

“I did.”

“Harder. You could’ve tried harder. I lost my mother. I was the only female in our family; I’ve always been out of place with the three of you. Lachlan was the only person ever happy to see me, ever aware of me and my safety, my comfort. He cared about me. I never got that from you, or from Grandpapa, not really.”

“We’re a different generation.”

“That’s an excuse,” she said. “You gave yourself the out and put my wellbeing, my upbringing, on Lachlan’s shoulders when he was just a kid himself. A grieving kid. I’ve always thought it must’ve been more difficult for him. He had memories. He missed the woman our mother was. I missed a specter, a glimmer of an illusion. My mother was whatever I made up in my head, whatever Lachlan gave me. I pieced together the puzzle from photographs and whispered lullabies.”

“I never intended to do it alone. We were supposed to do it together, raise a family together—”

“You blame her?”

“No.” Something wistful touched his words. “I was lost. She left me lost. And I didn’t like that, I can—I’m used to being in control.”

“And you were alone.” She got it. More now as an adult than had been possible as a child. “You expected to be half of a whole and the other half suddenly vanished. Maybe you did deserve a better hand than you got, maybe not. At least you got the chance to be with her, to be married and have two children with her.” She licked her lips. “You’ve taken that chance from me.”

“Ire McDade was not a suitable partner,” he said, stern in his disapproval, nothing new. “A life with him would’ve been intolerable.”

“Now we’ll never know.” She didn’t need to experience it to know she’d have been happy in a life with Conn. “Does it mean nothing to you that he showed me love? That with him, I learned what it was to be truly accepted, to be happy?”

She didn’t envy his conflict. Ire McDade, as her father knew him, was the epitome of a bad boy. No father, no regular father, would want his precious daughter with such a dangerous individual. He seemed to conveniently forget that he was no regular father. And that she was in no way “precious” to him. Their relationship, though it was changing in these days they spent together, wasn’t traditional either. 

What kind of a daughter could sit with the murderous man responsible for the death of her love and the family’s patriarch, and accept his criminal acts? She didn’t accept them with happiness; no, happiness went away with Conn. But life with the McDades, the life she’d lived through her work, taught her normality was relative.

“We should get back to work,” her father said. “We’re close on this draft.”

Inhaling a deep breath, her eyes went back to the page as she prepared to read, again, their latest—

A knock brought their gazes together. 

A knock. On the door.

“Did you order food?” she whispered.

Her father shook his head, bringing the gun to his hip as he rose to go to the window.

Should she call out? Why? So her father could shoot someone else? If they didn’t find common ground, a compromising resolution, only one of them could go back to their life in the city.

Though the value of her existence, without Conn, put a question mark over her desire to breathe. Without him, it didn’t matter much where she was or what happened. Spending time with her father was exhausting; how much fight did she have left in the tank?

With the barrel of the gun, Ronald edged the curtain aside and immediately leaped back. “Shit.”

“What is it?” she asked, probably louder than she should’ve. “Dad?”

“Fuck,” he hissed but went to unlock the door.

“Dad, what is—” He opened it and stepped aside to show their guest. “Lach!”


 

 

FOUR

 

 

TEARS OF JOY and sorrow sprang to her eyes. Jumping up to—she rebounded to the floor, the cuff attached to the wheel of the bed pulled her down.

Lachlan immediately frowned. “What the hell is going on?”

“How did you find us?” her father asked. 

“That’s your first question? Why the hell is Sers—”

“Conn,” she said, swiping at her tears. “Is he alive?”

“Alive?” Confusion deepened her brother’s uncertainty. “Someone better—”

“Lach, please…” Her heart pounded as desperation leaped in her belly. “Have you seen him? Since we disappeared, have you—”

“No.”

Air did reach her lungs, yet all vestige of hope seeped out of her. She sank against the bed again.

“How did you find us, Lachlan?” her father asked.

Lachlan stepped in and slammed the door behind him. “Maybe we start with one of you telling me what the fuck is going on.”

“We’ve been… talking.”

“Talking,” Lachlan said, his attention deliberately falling to the weapon in their father’s hand. “And the suppressed firearm is what? Like the talking stick?”

Why would Conn avoid her brother? He wouldn’t. If she’d gone missing, and Conn lived, he’d move heaven and earth to get her back. Which would mean working with her brother who had access to police resources. That her lover hadn’t reached out, hadn’t contacted her brother, didn’t bode well. The only explanation was he didn’t make it. She’d lost him.

“We had a confrontation.”

“Uh huh,” Lachlan said, coming to crouch by her. “With who?”

He unlocked the cuffs and she threw both arms around him, burying her face in his neck. For the first time, her grief wasn’t unjust, it wasn’t a ridiculed hinderance. Support. Love. Everything her brother’s presence offered, she lapped up, absorbing him, using him to keep herself breathing.

“I knew you’d come.”

“Damn right, I came,” he said and eased her back to check her bruised, cut wrists. “How long has she been in cuffs?”

“Since we left the city,” she answered. “He cuffs me to the shower rail when I wash, and to him and the bed when we sleep.”

Lachlan surged to his feet, taking her with him in his embrace. “Someone better start talking.”

“I need your phone.”

“No!” her father exclaimed. “You do not—”

“You can’t stop me! You won’t hurt your beloved son, will you?”

“Who else knows you’re here?” her father asked Lachlan.

“Don’t answer that.” So much for their tentative peace. “Don’t give him more targets.”

“Targets?”

“Lach, you didn’t believe me about Silvio Manzani—”

“What did you tell him?” her affronted father demanded. “You didn’t—”

“Tell you the full truth?” she spat. “Of course I didn’t. How does it feel to be in the dark?” She grabbed her brother’s hand. “We have to get out of here. We have to—”

“Whoa, whoa, slow down.”

“We can’t,” she yelped. “If he gets control, if he has the chance—you can’t get trapped here too. I couldn’t get away alone—”
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