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As an undercover DEA agent in Boston’s Sons of Steel Row gang, Scott Donahue accepts the risks of living a double life. But he’s exposed to a whole new level of danger when their leader, Tate Donovan, assigns Scotty to take his place in a bachelor auction sponsored by his sister’s sorority. Tate makes it very clear that Skylar is off limits – yet the second Scotty sees her, he’s lost.


Sky’s always been the good girl, but Scotty’s cool confidence and raw, edgy power brings out the bad in her. And, even knowing so little about who he really is, Sky is willing to take a risk on him. Although putting her heart on the line is no guarantee that Scotty won’t slip through her fingers . . .


The stakes are dangerously high . . . and the passion is seriously intense. Follow the exploits of the Sons of Steel Row in Dare To Run and Dare To Stay.




This book is for Cynthia and Ashley.
May you live happily ever after, just like
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CHAPTER 1


SCOTTY
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A bullet flew by my ear, with a soft whizz, sounding deceptively softer than its hollow-point reality. It would rip through flesh without mercy. I squeezed the trigger of my gun as sweat rolled down into my eyes, and watched a Bitter Hill asshole fall to the ground, clutching his chest, blood bubbling out of his mouth as he breathed his last gurgling breath due to my bullet.


Shit.


That was going to be a lot of paperwork.


The Bitter Hill men had come at us when no one had their pistols drawn, giving them an advantage against us—one that hadn’t lasted long. Chris O’Brien moved to my side, squeezing off shots without even a sign of hesitation. “You okay, Scotty?”


I nodded once, wiping my forearm over my forehead, and scanned the alley for more of the opposing gang members. “Where the hell did these guys come from?”


Another one came around the corner, and Chris and I simultaneously fired. Mine hit him in the chest, directly over the heart. Chris’s was dead center in the forehead. He liked head shots and was one of the only men I knew who could consistently nail them.


Blood sprayed behind the Bitter Hill man and he was dead before he hit the ground.


“I don’t know,” Chris shouted back, his eyes locked on the opening of the alley where they’d cornered us, just like mine. We’d come a long way, me and Chris. If someone had told me he would try to kill my brother, but then we’d become closer because he failed, I would’ve laughed in their faces—or shot them.


“They picked the wrong day to attack. Tate’s pissed as hell.”


I looked over my shoulder, eyeing the man in charge of the Sons of Steel Row. Tate looked to be seconds from pulling a grenade launcher out from behind his back and going all kamikaze on the Bitter Hill scum who dared to attack us when we were on our way to a funeral for one of our older members, Gus. May the fucker not rest in peace.


The Sons was the most influential gang in Southie, and up until recently, that title had gone undisputed. But then my “dead” brother, Lucas, started a war with Bitter Hill over a chick he was into and everything had gone to shit afterward.


Now we were waging a full-fledged war with Bitter Hill . . .


One we just might lose, if we didn’t play our cards right.


A bullet hit the wall next to my head with a spray of brick dust, and Chris growled angrily, squeezing his trigger in rapid succession at the fucker who’d tried to take me out. I couldn’t get a shot on him, since he was out of my line of fire. A groan sounded to the left of us as one of our men went down, taking a hit to the shoulder. Next went Roger, staggering back and clutching his arm. Cursing, I tried to find the shooter—and finally did. He was coming around the corner, aiming for Chris . . . who had just fired his last bullet.


Luckily, it had taken the other guy down.


Biting back a curse, I aimed and took the second shooter out before he could take out my friend, shooting directly over Chris’s shoulder. For a second, Chris looked like he thought I was aiming for him. He was the only other man who knew I wasn’t just another street thug, but was in reality in the DEA. Maybe he thought I was trying to kill the only man who could blow my cover? Not that I would do that, but I could understand the logic.


The man I shot fell to the ground, convulsing as he, too, died. My aim was true.


Great. Even more paperwork.


After glancing over his shoulder with wide eyes, Chris turned back to me, breathing heavily. “Thanks, man.”


I nodded, not saying anything.


He had a scrape on his temple, and blood trickled down his face from the wound, but besides that, he looked okay enough. His girlfriend, Molly, would still be upset. I’d promised to return him unharmed. After all, we were only going to a funeral. But still, with tensions high between us and Bitter Hill, we’d suspected something like this might happen.


So we came prepared. Thank God.


Tommy, another lieutenant, called out, “Everyone alive?”


“Yeah,” Brian growled, nodding at me from the brick doorway he’d taken cover in.


Frankie nodded, his blond hair in his eyes. “Yeah, man.”


Me and Chris called out, too, and then we all came out of cover when Tate said, “We’re good. Everyone, reload in case they come back.”


I slowly lowered my Sig, eyeing the carnage in front of us as I pulled out my extra mag. I’d taken down three, and Chris had as well. Who knew who took down the rest? We all reloaded silently. It had been twelve Bitter Hill guys against nine Sons. Not a fair fight for them. None of us had been killed, a gift given only by the grace of God. They came at us when we were backed into a corner, a strategic move that didn’t pay off well for them. They should have known never to back a Son into a corner.


We always came out swinging.


Tate tucked his pistol into his suit jacket, scowling at the dead bodies in front of him. His red hair was immaculately styled; the gun battle hadn’t budged a strand. “Leave them for the Boys, or for Bitter Hill. I’m not cleaning up their damn mess for them this time.”


We tucked our guns away, murmuring consent. I nodded at Chris, who did the same. It was time to go.


Before we could head for his Mustang, Tate came over to Chris, clapping him on the shoulder. “Nice shot, Chris.”


Chris grinned and gestured to the last corpse we’d taken down together. “Thanks, sir. I was particularly proud of that one.”


“Me too. Nice teamwork, guys.” Tate raised his voice. “Roll out, boys.”


We walked to our cars, watching for another ambush. I was halfway into the passenger seat of Chris’s Mustang when Tate called out, “Donahue?”


I froze, my hand on the roof of Chris’s car. “Yes, sir?”


“Ride with me.” He gave me a hard look. “We need to talk. Now.”


Well, shit. That couldn’t be good. Not when I was living a lie, right under his nose. Most of the time, when Tate singled out a man like this, they didn’t come back. “Sure thing, sir.”


“Both of us?” Chris called out.


I appreciated the effort and all, but if I was going down, I wouldn’t be dragging him down with me. Molly would kill me. “Just me,” I said, my voice hard.


“Yep, just him,” Tate said, frowning. “Ready, Donahue?”


I mussed up my hair, grinning like I didn’t have a care in the world. “Yes, sir. Whatever you want.”


Chris cleared his throat as I closed the door, latching gazes with me over the roof of his car. “Everything okay?”


“I hope so,” I muttered, smoothing my suit jacket over my abs. The only way Tate could have been told about me was if someone knew, and the only other person who knew was staring at me with concern. I was pretty damn certain he hadn’t ratted me out. “It should be.”


Chris nodded once, flexing his jaw. “Be smart.”


“Always,” I murmured, heading toward my boss with long, carefree strides and shoving my hands in my trouser pockets. As I slid into his town car, which was driven by Tommy, I plastered an easy grin on my face, playing the part I’d been cast into years ago, of Lucas’s charming younger brother. “What can I do for you, sir?”


Tate closed the door behind us, tapping on the window that separated Tommy from us. It pulled forward immediately. “You look young enough to be in college. How old are you?”


I blinked. “Sir?”


“Your age.” He cocked a reddish-brown brow at me. “What is it?”


Out of all the things I expected him to ask me, this was not one of them. “Twenty-five, sir.”


“Hmm.” He rubbed his jaw, looking me up and down. “You look half decent in a suit.”


I swallowed, having no clue where the hell he was going with this, but pretty damn certain I wouldn’t like it. “Thanks . . .?”


“How are your acting abilities?” he asked distractedly, staring out the window as we drove. “At playing a part that no one would expect you to play?”


Well, if that wasn’t a trick question, considering my secret life, I didn’t know what was. If I said yes, he’d wonder if I was playing a part right now—and I was. If I said no, I wouldn’t be as valuable to the gang, and I’d lose any headway I’d gained over the years. So I chose silence instead. “What do you need from me, sir?”


“I’m getting there. What I tell you can’t leave this car. If it does, I’ll know it was you, and I’ll act accordingly for the breach of trust.” He squared his jaw, finally turning back to me. He looked seconds from pulling out a gun. “Understood?”


I nodded once. “Yes, sir.”


“Good.” He cleared his throat. “I have a sister.”


I blinked at him, taken aback. I’d done my research on Tate long before I officially became a Son. Before I was formally a DEA agent, too. I never entered anything blindly. That was a fucking death sentence. And yet I’d never found even a damn hint about Tate having a sister. “You do?”


“Yeah. She’s twenty-three and in med school.” He leaned back in the seat, staring straight ahead at the tinted window. “She’s not like us. She’s good. Does charity work all the time, and has no clue what kind of life I lead.”


So the apple fell far from the tree? I found that hard to believe. More likely than not, she put on a good front. “I see. And you’re telling me this because . . .?”


“She thinks I’m the CEO of an investment firm—which I am, on all fronts—but that’s all she knows. She doesn’t know about my ties to the Sons of Steel Row, and she thinks I’m like any white-collar almost-thirty-year-old man. So she wants me to do a bachelor’s auction for date for charity, to play nice with some spoiled rich socialite who would probably want more than dinner and a bottle of champagne from me.” He turned to me, looking about as happy as he would if he’d been shot in the ass. “But I don’t play nice with women. Not like you do.”


I stiffened, knowing where this was going now. And I’d been right—I wasn’t going to fucking like it. I’d rather be strapped to an electric chair and pumped with a thousand volts than do what he was about to ask me to do. And the worst part? I wouldn’t have a choice. “Sir?”


“Since I now have to deal with the mess of this shoot-out, you’re going to go in my place. Tell her you’re a grad student, like her, and interning at my office. I’m regrettably held up with work—which I am now, with this shooting—so I sent you in my place. I promised her I wouldn’t leave her a man short for tonight, since she had a hard time finding men who would volunteer. That’s where you come in.” He gestured to me. “You’re already in a suit and everything. You didn’t get shot, right?”


“Not this time, sir.” I half laughed, half groaned. “But wouldn’t I be more valuable in the office, with you, plotting our next move?”


He stared at me, his blue eyes cold. “No. I want you with her.”


“Yes, sir,” I said through my clenched teeth. “Anything you need, I’m your man.”


“Good.” Tate smoothed his tie over his chest. “When you’re done paying your respects to Gus, you can go. The auction starts at six, at the Lower Boston Country Club.”


I stared at him. “Seriously?”


“Dead.” He shrugged. “We’re members there. The best way to blend into society is to pretend to be one of them, right? I also have a condo nearby, in the gated complex on the golf course.”


We all knew about that apartment. Tate said it was a front, that he used it to launder money out of the watchful eye of the feds. All the guys joked it was his bachelor pad, where he took chicks he scored for a night of fun, before ditching them to return to his place in Steel Row. But now, I couldn’t help but wonder if it was more. Maybe his sister also lived in that community, and every time we assumed he was banging some chick in his fancy place, he was, in reality, going to see her. “Wow. I never pegged you as the country club type, sir.”


“It’s just for Skylar. I never go,” he said, even though I knew for a fact that he played golf there every Saturday at eight A.M.


“Right.” I grinned. “Of course not.”


“Like I said. No one knows she exists. I’m telling you because I think I can trust you to keep my secret.” He gave me a hard look, and I knew if I showed the slightest sign of proving him wrong, I’d be done for. No big shocker there. “You’re good at that, aren’t you? At keeping secrets?”


I forced a laugh. “Uh . . . yeah. I can be, when the situation warrants it.”


“I figured,” Tate said dryly. “This one does.”


I nodded. “Yes, sir.”


“Wear that suit, and be charming. Call yourself Scotty, instead of Scott. It sounds more innocent and college-student-like. Remember: You intern at my company and go to grad school at Boston . . . University,” he said slowly, eyeing my outfit. “No leather coat.”


“Not Boston College?”


“No.” He shot me a look out of the corner of his eye. “She goes there, so it will invite too many questions.”


“Okay.” I lifted a shoulder. “What’s my major?”


“Marketing.”


Nodding, I tapped my fingers on my thigh. “Got it, sir.”


The car stopped at the funeral home, and I reached for the knob. As I grasped it, he grabbed my arm hard, stopping me. “And Donahue?”


“Yeah?” I asked hesitantly.


“This goes without saying, but I’ll say it anyway, just to be perfectly fucking clear on the matter. Touch Skylar . . .” He dug his fingers into my bicep. “. . . and I’ll cut you into pieces and feed you to my saltwater fish for dinner. Understood?”


Touch Tate Daniels’s sister?


I’d sooner eat uncooked liver.


“Completely.”




CHAPTER 2


SKYLAR
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I pushed past the matronly ladies whispering in the corner of the room, gossiping worse than any sorority girl would ever dare, while ignoring my aching feet, thanks to the bright red high heels I never should have worn. I was more of a flats kind of girl, but this was my first big charity event, and I’d wanted to look more mature. I’d wanted to look the part.


I should have stuck to flats.


Half the reason I decided to aim for med school was because I could wear scrubs and Crocs all day. The other half was because I wanted to help people. I’d never confess which half I considered more important, but, just a hint, I was tossing these heels the second I got home.


The men who were being auctioned off were all either getting drunk, or late—like my brother, Tate, who I was going to kill—and the matrons that would be bidding weren’t much better. The dry martinis were flowing, the voices were getting louder, and this whole thing was going to be a gigantic disaster of the worst kind.


I should have stuck to books and Netflix.


But even though I was sure this would be an epic fail . . . I had to admit it looked pretty freaking nice for a disaster. I was at the country club my brother and I belonged to, and the whole dining hall had been transformed into a soft oasis of romantic lighting. Black tablecloths covered round tables, with pink cloth centerpieces topped with crystal candleholders and small tea light candles on top. A soft orchestra played in the background and the room was filled to the brim with people.


Not so bad for my first charity gala.


All I needed was for my brother to show up.


Then we could get this show on the road.


He hated these things, but in my opinion, it was a way of putting a bit of good energy back into the world—something he could use a little help with, if you asked me. I smoothed my short black Chanel dress over my stomach nervously, swallowing hard, and tucked my hair behind my ear. I’d curled it gently with a curling iron, and I’d gone for soft red lipstick to match my shoes. It had been a bold choice, but I was going out of my comfort zone already with the heels, so what the heck.


Go big or go home, right?


That’s what I kept telling myself, anyway.


My phone buzzed and I glanced down. It was a text from my friend Marco. He was supposed to be here tonight, too, but he’d backed out at the last minute. He was a few years younger than me, and only a sophomore, but we’d hit it off immediately upon meeting in a study group when he’d been a freshman. We had a lot in common.






Sorry again. Got held up in lab.


Yeah, sure you did.








A pause, and then:






Buy you a coffee tomorrow to make up for it?


Or two. Lots of tests this week.


Deal.








Smiling, I glanced up as I rounded the corner. I turned at the last second because I spotted Mallory, a fellow med student and my co-chair of this event. “Find a manager and ask for more waiters. We’re dying out here, and it would be best to keep the guests distracted with drinks or appetizers. We need to get things moving,” I said.


Mallory flipped her brown hair over her shoulder, and gave a thumbs-up, grinning. Maybe I should have told Marco she would be here. Then he would have shown up. He had a thing for her. “I’m on it!”


Shaking my head, I barreled around the corner—and right into someone. The man—I assumed it was a man from his height and the fact he was made of pure muscle—sent me off balance, and I flew back with a soft oof. I braced myself, sure I was going to hit the ground hard, but at the last second, he pulled me into his arms. I ended up securely nestled against a muscular chest, and that was somehow strangely comforting.


I sucked in a deep breath because even though I hadn’t looked at him yet . . .


Something about him brought me to life.


I didn’t know how to explain it, but it was like the second he touched me, he brought out this long-dormant part of myself I hadn’t known was asleep. Slowly, almost hesitantly, I lifted my face to his. “I’m so . . .” I trailed off. The second our gazes met, that feeling—that instinctive reaction to a man I didn’t know—wormed its way further into my body. “. . . sorry.”


He gazed down at me, stealing my breath. His eyes were a soft moss green, and he had red hair. His jawline was hard, and he had a slight dimple in his cheek, but not an actual dimple—which made no sense, but somehow did. My heart picked up speed, and I gripped his suit jacket, hanging on for dear life, because, God, I had to.


His lips were parted as he stared down at me in surprise, as if he hadn’t meant to catch me, but now that he had, he wasn’t sure what to do with me.


He was, hands down, the most handsome man I’d ever met.


I immediately wanted—no, needed—to know more about him.


His gaze dipped down to my mouth then shot back up, and his brow furrowed. His grip at the small of my back shifted, and he bunched my dress in between his fingers. He held me in his arms like we’d been dancing and he was preparing to dip me. I ached for him to pull me more firmly into his arms, which was crazy, because I didn’t even know the guy.


I’ve always been good at reading people. My older brother, Tate, always teased me that I should join the CIA and be an undercover agent, because within minutes of meeting someone, I generally knew their whole life story, without them saying a word. And this man had lonely, lost soul written all over his face. Like he’d seen too much and was trying to make the world a better place. Like his only desire was to leave a mark on the world, a good one, to make up for all the bad out there. In fact . . .


He reminded me of myself.


“Are you okay?” he asked softly, his harsh Southie accent as clear as day.


Funny, he didn’t look like your typical Southie guy.


“Y-Yes,” I answered, forcing a smile even though this guy had thrown me more off balance than I’d been in my whole life. “Thank you, Mister . . .?”


“Donahue. Scotty Donahue.” He pulled me back to my feet, only letting me go once I was steady. His hands lingered on my waist, as if he didn’t want to stop touching me—or was that my imagination? He shot me a slow, seductive grin that did something to me. “And you are?”


“Skylar Daniels,” I said quickly. “I’m in charge of this event.”


Something crossed his expression, and he stepped back, his nostrils flaring. The grin faded immediately, and I saw him retreat, both physically and mentally, the second he heard my name. “You’re Skylar?”


“Yes . . .” I bit down on my lip, because the way he said those two words, the hardness behind them, made me feel like my identity didn’t come as welcome information. Was he one of those guys, who thought the Danielses were beneath him? “Do I know you?”


“No,” he said, pressing his lips into a thin line. “But I know your brother, Tate.”


Oh. Oh. Of course.


Tate was always waving all these snobby, stuffy, bland Wall Street men in front of me, men who talked about nothing but stocks and money, in the hopes I’d pick one and marry a guy exactly like him. Problem was . . . I didn’t like any of them. I was far too busy studying to waste time on a guy who would, more likely than not, end up being a complete bore, in bed and out of it. Chances were, this man would be exactly like the rest.


What a disappointment.


“Whatever he told you about me is a lie,” I said, glancing at him through my lashes, trying to lighten him up a bit. He looked as if he’d swallowed a box of nails. Even with me in heels, he was a good six inches taller than me. “I’m not nearly as much of a spoiled brat as he made me out to be.”


“Actually, he hasn’t said much about you at all,” he said slowly, glancing down my body before slamming his gaze back into mine. My legs trembled, my pulse raced, and the breath left my chest. I’d been checked out in a lot of ways, by a lot of guys, but none of them had ever made me feel all shaky and uneven inside like he did . . . or as uncertain. “I guess I can see why, now that I’ve met you.”


My cheeks heated at the—maybe?—compliment. Something told me he could charm any woman he wanted, but with me, it seemed like he was holding himself back. “Are you here to watch him be sold to one of the vultures behind me?”


“Not exactly.” He tugged at his tie, offering me a sheepish smile, glancing at the women I referred to. “I’m here to be sold off in his place, all in the name of charity.”


My stomach twisted in knots. He was going to be on that stage . . . looking hot as hell . . . and go on a date with the lucky winner? Something slammed into me, something I didn’t recognize, but the thought of him going out with one of them?


Yeah, it sat about as badly in my stomach as expired sushi.


“Oh.”


“He sends his regrets,” he added, seeming to think my short reply was due to my brother’s absence. While I was upset Tate had blown me off and sent someone else in his place, that wasn’t what had me all worked up. It was him. Scotty Donahue. “I’ll do my best to fill his shoes, being tonight’s man-candy.”


“I’m sure,” I said, smiling tightly, because Scotty more than fit the part. That was the problem. “How do you know him?”


“I’m an intern at his office.” He rocked back on his heels and shot me a sexy grin while looking at me like I was the only woman on the Earth. God, did he even know how hot he was when he looked at a girl like that? Who was I kidding? Of course he knew. “But he asked me to take his place, and to let you know that he was sorry for missing tonight. To ease the sting of his absence, I’m here to offer any services you might need.”


Any services. I couldn’t tell if he was flirting with me or not, which was weird. It was almost as if he wanted to, but was holding back, and as a result, he was sending mixed signals I couldn’t decipher. And, God help me, I could think of a few services I wouldn’t mind him giving me. “Well, thank you for coming. I appreciate it.”


“Of course.” He bowed slightly, keeping his gaze locked with mine. “Anything to help a beautiful woman in distress.”


A nervous laugh escaped me, and I pressed a hand to my stomach. He followed the motion, his brow furrowing. “Are you actually flirting with me?”


He cocked a brow at my question, looking way too handsome for his own good. “And if I am?”


“Then it’s fine. It’s just . . . Tate’s always throwing all these fancy suit guys at me,” I said, waving a hand toward his suit, which made him frown. “Guys like you. He’s always trying to get me to date one of you, so I can never tell if—”


He held a hand up, the charming smile slipping away like it never existed in the first place. “I’m here because my boss asked me to come.” He pointed at the older women in the corner, his south Boston accent thickening with each angry word. “And to raise some money for whatever charity you’ve got going here. That’s it. No matter what he’s done in the past, I’m not some boy toy sent to you for your pleasure. I don’t play that way.”


My cheeks got even hotter, embarrassment scorching through my blood. “I didn’t mean to insinuate—”


“Ah, but you kind of did, sugar.”


Anger warred with embarrassment, and I stiffened. Where did he get off lecturing me like I was some errant child and he was my father? Screw him. He’d been flirting with me, so if I’d gotten the wrong message, then it was as much his fault as it was mine. “Sugar? Did you seriously just call me sugar?”


“Yeah. Sugar.” He looked me up and down, his nostrils flaring slightly. “The way I see it, something as sweet as you has gotta be made of pure sugar. But there’s only one way to find out for sure.” He stared at my lips, his meaning all too clear. “Too bad I’ve got no intentions of doing so.”


Sucking in a deep breath, I stared at him.


He stared right back.


There was no way Tate sent this man to me hoping I’d hook up with him. He was too real. Too raw. Too cocky. Too . . . dangerous. Yes, that’s what was humming under the surface of this animalistic attraction I felt for him. Danger.


And while that should scare me away, it did the opposite.


It made me want to know even more.


I saw through his transparent asshole act, right down to his core. He was more than he put out there, no matter how many times he called me sugar. My sixth sense had kicked in, and I saw him for what he was. And I was never wrong. I got the feeling that he’d hidden behind a lie for so long, he’d lost track of himself, and that he was trying to fix that, one small step at a time. What had he done that was so wrong, it haunted his eyes like a lost memory? I was dying to know. “You’re staring,” he pointed out.


“So are you,” I replied quickly.


“Only ’cause I don’t like to lose.” He smirked. “And we’re clearly having some sort of competition.”


He thought he could scare me off with a staring contest?


Please.


I had an older brother. I knew how to handle men like Scotty Donahue.


“Good to know,” I said softly, forcing a smile. “I don’t like to lose either.”


Out of the corner of my eye I saw Mallory flagging me down.


Apparently, so did he.


“Unfortunately, it looks like duty calls,” he said, his tone flat, that indifferent asshole act slipping into place like a well-worn mask. “Run along, sugar. It was nice meeting you.”


Digging my nails into my palms, I continued the battle we were waging, knowing if I backed down I would lose more than a staring contest. I cocked a brow at him, mimicking his own stance. “I’ll run along when I’m good and ready, thank you very much. The bachelors are supposed to line up at the bar.”


A soft laugh escaped him before he cut it off with a shake of his head and broke eye contact. Looked like I’d won. Satisfaction hit me, and it was exhilarating. “Maybe you take after your brother after all.”


“You have no idea.” I gave him what I hoped was a smirk matching his, because no matter how much he tried to act like he was an asshole, it wouldn’t work. His act only made me want to learn what he hid behind that cocky smirk, and I knew the perfect way to do so. “It was nice meeting you, Scotty. We’ll be talking again, real soon, I’m sure.”


With that, I flounced off, my heart racing, and my blood pumping, and every single nerve within me focused on him. The man I shouldn’t want . . .


But did.




CHAPTER 3


SCOTTY


[image: image]


Settling in on a bar stool, I lifted my old-fashioned to my lips and watched Skylar. For some reason, I couldn’t stop. There was something about her, about the way she held herself, that threw me. I was good at figuring out people’s motives. It was my thing. It kept me alive out there when it came to deciding to calmly talk to someone, or if pulling the trigger would keep me breathing instead. But with Skylar . . .


I couldn’t get a read on her.


Part of me thought the whole sweet-sorority-girl thing was all an act, and the other half almost believed it was the truth. But then she stared at me from across the room, basically daring me to take on the enigma that was Skylar Daniels, and I was sure there was no way in hell she was for real. Not when she looked at me like she wanted to strip my clothes off, which made me want to do things I shouldn’t be thinking about. Not when it came to Tate’s baby sister.


Damn her.


And damn the soft curves that had pressed against me so perfectly.


I didn’t normally get this kind of reaction from girls like her, but then again, I wasn’t dressed like the guy I really was. Tonight I played a different kind of game and wore a suit instead of a leather jacket. I was used to playing a part, pretending to be someone I wasn’t. Right now, I was a DEA agent, pretending to be a loyal gang member, pretending to be an intern, pretending to be a good guy who hadn’t just been in a deadly shoot-out.


It was almost too much, even for me.


My phone dinged, and I pulled it out of my pocket. It was a text from Chris.






Everything okay?








I quickly typed: Yes. I’m at a country club, wearing a suit, and trying to deal with Tate’s baby sister, but besides that, I’m fine. I’d told him about her existence before I left the funeral.






Is she hot?








I took a sip of my drink. I could feel her watching me, but I didn’t look. Yes.






Dammmmn.








Setting my empty drink down, I typed: What?






Don’t do it.








I glanced her way, and sure enough, she was watching me. Instead of turning away when I caught her, she crossed her arms and gave me a tight smile. She was begging me to engage with her. She was in over her head, and had no clue. I gave her my back and typed: I won’t. I’m not that stupid. I’ll text you when I’m out of here safely.






Stay smart.








I thought of Skylar, and those long, long legs of hers . . . that I wouldn’t be touching. Forcing my mind off her, I quickly typed: Always.


As I tucked my phone away, the music stopped playing and Skylar’s voice echoed over the room. “Hello. First off, before I hand the mic off to our auctioneer and we start with the fun we have planned for the night, I wanted a chance to thank each and every one of you for coming here tonight to support our charity. Without you, we wouldn’t be able to make sure the underprivileged children in the poorer parts of our city have access to the medical care they so desperately need. Because of you, they won’t suffer in silence anymore.”


Jesus. These preppies thought they could save the kids of Southie with free checkups and vaccinations? Hell, I’d been trying to make Southie better for five years now, and all I’d accomplished so far was a few bullet holes in my body. I held my empty old-fashioned up to the bartender, who nodded and immediately started making me a new one.


I’d need it to get through tonight.


Another man in a suit sidled up next to me. “Too bad they’re not auctioning her off tonight, huh? I’d pay for the chance to spend a few hours with her. I love redheads.”


“Yeah. Too damn bad.” I grabbed my drink, tossed down a twenty, and turned back to Skylar, watching her as she smiled down at the crowd like a goddamn princess. I didn’t point out that her hair was more strawberry blonde than red. “What’s her deal, anyway? Is she as squeaky clean as she seems?”


“More so.” The man leaned on the bar, sighing. “She’s untouchable.”


“Oh, I doubt that.” She’d seemed pretty damn touchable earlier. Maybe that was why I couldn’t shake the attraction I felt to her. Before I’d known who she was, I’d held her in my arms and discovered just how perfectly she fit against me. “You ever meet her brother?”


“Yeah, he’s some big-shot CEO. Came up from nothing and thinks he’s a king now.” He tugged on his tie, still watching Skylar. I didn’t like the look in his eye. He stared at her as if he’d like to climb up on that stage, throw her over his shoulder, and stalk off with her. That shouldn’t bother me . . . but it did. “Does a lot of charity work, too, like her. I heard he anonymously backed a community center for underprivileged kids recently.”


I choked on my drink, because Chris had secretly started up that community center—and he’d received a big chunk of money from an anonymous party. Tate. What kind of Alice in Wonderland world did I fall into when I walked through these doors? “If it was a secret, how do you know about it?”


“A buddy of mine told me.” The man rubbed his hands together. “He works at the bank Daniels uses.”


I didn’t say anything else.


Skylar continued. “As we welcome the men on stage, I ask that you check them out and decide who you’d like to bid on. Be warned, though,” she said, smiling angelically. Locking eyes with me, she lifted her glass of champagne and said, “A few of us girls intend to bid tonight, too. So you’ll have competition.”


The college girls chuckled in the corner as the older women smiled and nodded in approval. I stiffened. Why the hell was she staring at me? I was the last guy she should be picking to go on a date with tonight. “Shit.”


The man next to me whistled through his teeth, and looked at me. As she continued moving into the crowd, he asked, “What did you say your name was again?”


“I didn’t,” I growled, tossing back the rest of my drink.


If she bid on me, and I had to go on a date with her . . .


Tate would literally kill me.


“Can the bachelors please come up?” another woman asked, stepping up to the mic nervously. “Once they’re all in place, we’ll begin the bidding.”


We all filed up there like soldiers falling in line behind their commanding officer, me behind the dickwad from earlier. As we stood there, looking out at the crowd of women, I glanced at Skylar—and she smirked at me.


Motherfucking smirked.


Gritting my teeth, I offered the rest of the audience a charming smile. I knew how to work a crowd—I’d been doing it since I was old enough to understand what manipulation was, before I even knew how to spell the word. Lucas always said I could charm the panties off a nun, if I put my mind to it, and I’d lived up to those expectations my whole damn life.


Today would be no different.


I searched the crowd until I found my perfect mark, settling on a woman with dark brown hair, strands of gray peppered throughout. She smiled at me, fingering her pearls, and I winked back. She laughed and sipped her champagne, glancing away flirtatiously. Judging from the Gucci dress and Louis Vuitton bag hanging off her arm, she would be bidding a lot to bring me home. If Skylar thought she was going to win a date with me easily, she was in for a rude awakening.


I couldn’t afford to be tempted . . .


And she wouldn’t be able to afford me by the time this was over.


The woman glanced at me again, and I smoothed my jacket over my abs, shooting her a sexy smirk. She flushed like a schoolgirl, just as I expected. She wanted a younger man to pay attention to her, to make her feel desirable, and I could absolutely give that to her.


She was much safer than Skylar. I didn’t mess with people I couldn’t read, and Skylar was like a foreign language to me.


One by one, men were auctioned off like cattle, and I found myself cursing Tate Daniels for sending me here. Out of all the shitty things he’d done to me, and around me, this was pretty much the worst. I’d rather be shot and gutted than wait to be bought. Dickwad went for a few hundred dollars to one of Skylar’s blushing friends, and he walked down the stairs to join her.


Which left . . . me.


Smiling at me as if she heard my thoughts, Skylar crossed her arms as the woman running the show walked to the mic. “And now, for our last auction, we have Scotty Donahue. He’s an intern at a big firm in the city, and he’s also a grad student. We’ll start the bidding at fifty dollars.”


The college girl auctioning me off paused, and I gritted my teeth, watching the thinned-out crowd. The lady I’d winked at came through. She lifted a hand regally. I smiled at her.


“Do I have seventy-five?” the girl asked.


Another woman to the left raised her hand. She was brunette, and only a few years older than me. Pretty, too. I perked up, smiling at her, too, and tugged on my jacket.


“One hundred? I see here that Mr. Donahue enjoys long walks on the beach and fine dining. If you win a date with him, he’s also a good dancer.”


Skylar grandly raised a hand.


I stiffened, forcing my attention from the brunette in the corner. I frowned at Skylar, shaking my head slightly in a silent warning. She didn’t want to play this game. Not when she had no idea what she was getting—a killer who would eat her up in one swallow if she wasn’t careful. If she persisted on pursuing me, I’d give her exactly what she asked for.


Trouble.


“Mr. Donahue also enjoys opera music and Broadway musicals in his spare time. Do I have one twenty-five?”


The older woman lifted her hand, and so did the pretty brunette.


I smiled at both of them.


Skylar smiled icily and called out, “I bid one seventy-five.”


I didn’t smile at her.


It went on like this a few times, the bidding climbing higher and higher, and Skylar not backing down. Luckily, neither did the other two women. The rest of the crowd watched as the numbers climbed with rapid succession, and I laughed uneasily, rubbing the back of my neck. I lifted an arm and flexed a bicep playfully for the brunette, and the crowd cheered with excitement as the brunette’s eyes heated with desire. This date was in the bag.


Skylar gave me the side-eye, watching me as I flirted. Lifting her chin, she smiled, raised her hand, and called out, “I bid one thousand dollars for Scotty.”


The crowd gasped. That was a jump of a few hundred dollars, and no one else had done that for any of the other men.


“Is that allowed?” the older woman asked, frowning. “Aren’t you in charge of this event?”


“I am, but I don’t think anyone will argue over money going to a charity for a good cause, will they?” the girl at the mic asked sweetly, smiling. “I mean, that’s why we’re all here, right?”


“I . . .” The older woman scowled. “No, of course not.”


The auctioneer smiled, then said, “Does anyone else object?”


No one spoke.


“All right, then, the bid stands. One thousand dollars.”


The old lady huffed, and turned away, clearly giving up.


Damn it.


“Fuck me,” I muttered, turning to the brunette hopefully, shrugging my jacket off to give her another glimpse of the goods.


She opened her mouth, closed it, and shook her head once.


“Shit,” I growled under my breath.


Skylar’s eyes sparkled with excitement, and victory.


The girl at the mic called out, “One thousand going once . . . twice . . . sold, to Skylar Daniels.”


I fisted my hands. Tate Daniels’s blood money had just bought his little sister a date with me. Forcing a calm smile, I went over to the stairs, walked right up to Skylar, and shoved my hands into my pockets as I approached. The second I was in front of her, I leaned down and whispered, “You have no idea who you’re messing with, sugar.”


She cast a quick glance at me, her breath quickening. “Oh, I beg to differ. I know exactly who I’m messing with. The question is, can you say the same about me?”


No. And that’s what I didn’t like. “Yeah. I know what you are.”


“Good. Then there’s no confusion or miscommunications.” With a flutter of her lashes, she turned, plastering a sweet smile on for everyone else as she went up onstage again. Stopping in front of the mic, she said, “Thank you for participating, and for your generosity, all for a good cause. The children and their parents thank you.”


Applause broke out, and her grin widened as she came back down the stairs. I watched, my heart pounding, as she turned to me, holding her hand out. “Let’s go pay, and then we’re going out somewhere a little more . . . private. Maybe to one of those fancy restaurants you like so much.”


Greeeeaaaat. I didn’t move. Just frowned at her outstretched hand, gritting my teeth until my jaw ached. “Why did you bid on me?”


“You intrigue me.” She shrugged. “I want to know more about you.”


“I work for your brother, and he’ll kill me if he finds out I went out with you, so I know everything I need to know about you already.” I gave her a smirk, instinctively knowing it would piss her off. “You’re a spoiled rich girl who’s used to getting what she wants, and who is in for a rude awakening because I’m not the type of guy to give girls like you what they want.”


Her nostrils flared. “That only makes me more interested in you.”


I tensed. “Why?”


“Because Tate’s always throwing his coworkers at me, and they’re as dreadfully dull as he is.” She stepped closer, resting her hand over my heart. Reaching up on tiptoe, she whispered into my ear, “Knowing you’re off-limits just makes you sexier, because I’m that kind of girl. So keep telling me how bad for me you are. I’ll eat it up, sugar.”
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