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For Jay, my reason for everything









And though she be but little, she is fierce.


—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S DREAM










ONE
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RILEY


When my phone rings, I’m in the middle of editing a manuscript I’m behind on, so I ignore it and let the machine pick up.


Answering machines and landlines are old-school, I know, but I don’t own a cell phone. I hate the idea of my every movement being trackable. And that Siri thing is just straight-up creepy, if you ask me.


A phone that’s smarter than I am? No, thank you.


After my outgoing message informs the caller that I’m currently on another astral plane and they should leave a message I’ll return when I manifest into flesh again, there’s a beep. It’s followed by a heavy sigh.


“Riley. It’s your sister.”


I send the answering machine on my dresser across the room a look of shock. “Sister?” I think for a moment. “Nope. Pretty sure I don’t have one of those.”


Sloane’s voice turns bossy. “I know you’re listening, because you’re the only person in the world who still owns an answering machine. Plus, you never leave the house. Pick up.”


It’s amazing she thinks barking insults and orders at me would work. It’s like she doesn’t even know me.


Oh, wait. Now I remember! She doesn’t know me. Which is totally not my fault, but leave it to Sloane to call out of the blue and act like I owe her money.


Shaking my head in disgust, I turn back to the computer screen and get back to work.


“Riley. Seriously. This is important. I need to talk to you.” There’s a heavy pause, then her voice drops. “Please.”


My fingers freeze over the keyboard.


Please? Sloane doesn’t say please. I didn’t think she knew the word. Divas don’t have it in their vocabularies.


Something must be terribly wrong. “Oh, shit,” I say, panicking. “Dad.”


I rush over to the phone and yank the receiver up to my ear. “What’s happened?” I shout. “What’s wrong? Is it Dad? Which hospital is he in? How bad is it?”


After a short pause, Sloane says, “Gee, overreact much?”


I can tell by her tone that there’s nothing wrong with our father. I’m relieved for half a second, then pissed.


I don’t have time for her bullshit right now.


“I’m sorry, you’ve reached a disconnected number. Please hang up and try again.”


“Ah, sarcasm. The last resort of the witless.”


“Speaking of witless, I’m not in the mood to have a battle of wits with an unarmed opponent. Call me back when you grow a brain.”


“Why do you insist on pretending I’m not a genius?”


“An idiot savant isn’t the same thing as a genius.”


“Just because you graduated summa cum laude from an Ivy League college doesn’t mean you’re smarter than me.”


“This from a person who once asked me how many quarters there are in a dollar.”


“If you’re so smart, tell me again why you’re a freelance editor with no health insurance, job security, or retirement savings?”


“Wow. Straight to money. It must be convenient, having no soul. Makes all those poor men you chew up and spit out that much easier to deal with, huh?”


We sit in tense silence for a while. Finally, Sloane clears her throat and says, “Actually, that’s what I’m calling about.”


“Money?”


“Men. One in particular.”


I wait for an explanation. When it doesn’t come, I say, “Are we going to play twenty questions, or are you going to tell me what the hell you’re talking about?”


Sloane takes a deep breath. She blows it out. Then, in a tone like she almost can’t believe it herself, she says, “I’m getting married.”


I blink an unnecessary amount of times. It doesn’t help clarify anything. “I’m sorry, I thought I just heard you say you’re getting married.”


“You did. I am.”


I huff out a disbelieving laugh. “You. The cockaholic. Married.”


“Yes.”


I say flatly, “Impossible.”


Unexpectedly, she laughs. “I know, right? But it’s true. Pinkie swear. I’m getting married to the most wonderful man in the world.”


Her sigh is soft, satisfied, and totally fucking ridiculous.


“Are you high right now?”


“Nope.”


“Am I being punked?”


“Nope.”


I cast around for some other explanation for this bizarre turn of events, but can’t come up with anything except, “Is someone holding a gun to your head and forcing you to tell me this? Have you been kidnapped or something?”


She bursts into raucous laughter.


“Why is that so funny?”


She laughs and laughs until she’s sighing again. I imagine her on the other end of the line wiping tears of joy from her face. “I’ll tell you later. The point is, I’m getting married, and I want you to meet him. The wedding will be spontaneous, not a big event or anything. I don’t know the exact date yet, but it could happen any day, so we’d like you to come visit us as soon as you can.”


Visit us? Not only is she getting married, she’s obviously living with this guy, too. I open my mouth to respond, but nothing comes out.


“I know,” she says sheepishly. “It’s unexpected.”


“Thank you for having the decency to realize how weird this is.”


“It is weird. I know. For all the reasons. But . . .” She clears her throat again. “You’re my sister. I want you to meet the man I’m going to spend the rest of my life with.”


“Please hold. I’ll be right back after I’m finished with this stroke I’m having.”


“Don’t be mean.”


Oh, the things I could say to that. Ho ho ho, the things I could say. But I choose the higher road and ask the next obvious question. “What about Nat?”


“What about her?”


“Why aren’t you calling her about this guy?”


“She’s already met him.”


There’s something odd in her tone that makes me suspicious. “And she knows you’re going to marry him?”


“Yeah.”


“So what does she think about all this?”


“Probably the same things you do.” Her voice gains an edge. “Except she’s happy for me.”


Man, this conversation is a minefield. I’ll be lucky if I survive with all my limbs intact.


Trying to keep my tone civil, I say, “I’m not not happy for you, Sloane. I’m just in shock. Also confused, to be honest.”


“That I’m finally settling down?”


“No. Well, yes, but not mainly that.”


“What, then?”


“That you’re reaching out to me. That you’re telling me about it. That you’re inviting me to visit you. I mean, we haven’t exactly been close.”


“I know,” she says softly. “I think that’s probably my fault. And I’d really like to see if we can fix that.”


After a long pause, she says, “What are you doing right now?”


“Lying flat on my back on the floor, staring at the ceiling, wishing I’d never taken all that ecstasy at Burning Man last year.”


She says drily, “You’re not having a drug flashback.”


“I beg to differ.”


She runs out of the infinitesimal amount of patience she has, and snaps, “You’re coming to visit us. It’s settled. We’ll send the jet for you—”


“Excuse me. Jet?”


“—on Friday night.”


I sit up abruptly. The room starts to spin. She’s dislodged my brain with all this nonsense talk of matrimony. “Wait, do you mean this Friday? As in, three days from now?”


“Yes.”


“Sloane, I have a job! I can’t just jet off to . . . Where would I be going in this jet you’d send?”


She hesitates. “I can’t tell you that.”


I deadpan, “I see. How illuminating.”


“Quit being a pain in the ass, Riley, and say you’ll come! I’m trying to be a good sister, here! I want us to be closer. I know after Mom died, things were rough, and we’ve never really been, you know . . .”


“‘Friends’ is the word you’re looking for,” I say acidly.


She draws a quiet breath. “Okay. That’s fair. But I’d like to change that. Please give me a chance.”


Another “please.” I lie back down again, utterly confused.


Whoever this guy is that she’s marrying, he must really be something else to morph the world’s biggest ballbuster into such a softie.


I decide on a whim that I have to meet him. I bet he’s putting Valium into her morning coffee, the evil genius! He’s spiking her afternoon wine with Xanax!


God, why did I never think of that? “Okay, Sloane. I’m in. I’ll see you Friday.”


She squeals in excitement. I hold the phone away from my ear and stare at it.


I have no idea what’s happening, other than that aliens have obviously abducted my sister and replaced her with an insane wifebot.


If nothing else, this trip should be interesting.


Friday night, I’m sitting inside the VIP waiting area of the private jet terminal at San Francisco International Airport, looking around. I’m in total awe, but trying to be low-key about it.


So far, I’ve had two celebrity sightings, drank as many Ketel One and OJs from the complimentary bar, accepted caviar and crème fraiche on blinis from a smiling lounge hostess, and enjoyed a full-body massage from this ridiculously huge leather chair I’m sitting in.


It vibrates all over at the touch of a button.


One more vodka OJ, and I’m liable to straddle the damn thing.


A limo picked me up at my apartment. When I arrived at the separate private jet building at the airport, I was whisked away into the VIP lounge by a pretty, uniformed young man.


There was no TSA, security line, or removal of shoes. My luggage was taken away and checked in for the flight without me having to do anything except give a nice lady behind a counter my name.


I’ve never been impressed by money, but I’m starting to think I might have been misguided.


The pretty young man returns and informs me with a dazzling smile that my flight has arrived. He gestures to a gleaming white jet taxiing to a stop in the middle of the tarmac outside.


“Please, follow me.”


I trudge behind him as we exit the building and head to the jet, wondering if they’ll kick me off the damn thing for wearing flip-flops and sweats.


If they do, whatever. Life’s too short to wear uncomfortable pants.


The inside of the jet is nicer than any hotel I’ve ever stayed in. I settle into a butter-soft leather captain’s chair and kick off my flippies. A beaming flight attendant approaches and leans over my chair.


“Good evening!”


“Hi.”


“My name is Andrea. I’ll be taking care of you tonight.”


She’s very attractive, this Andrea. If I were a dude, I’d already be thinking of ways she could “take care” of me.


The thought is appalling. Ten seconds on a private jet, and I’m already corrupted.


It’s a good thing I don’t have a dick. I’d probably be waving it in this poor woman’s face before takeoff.


“Um . . . thank you?”


She smiles at my expression. “First time flying private?”


“Yep.”


“Well, you’re in for a treat. Anything you need, just let me know. We’ve got a full bar and a large variety of food and snacks available. Would you like a blanket?”


When I hesitate, she adds, “They’re cashmere.”


I snort. “Only cashmere? I was hoping for baby alpaca.”


Without missing a beat, she says, “We do have vicuña, if you prefer.”


“What’s vicuña?”


“A llama-type animal from Peru. They look a little bit like a camel, but cuter. Their wool is the softest and most expensive in the world.”


She’s serious. This broad is literally not shitting me. I stare at her with my mouth open for a beat, then smile. “You know what? I’ll just go with good, old-fashioned cashmere, thanks.”


She smiles at me like I’ve just made her whole week. “Certainly! Anything to eat or drink before we depart?”


What the hell. I’m on vacation. “Do you have champagne?”


“Yes. Would you prefer Dom Perignon, Cristal, Taittinger, or Krug?”


She waits for me to decide, as if I have a clue, then suggests, “Mr. O’Donnell prefers the Krug Clos d’Ambonnay.”


I furrow my brow. “Who’s Mr. O’Donnell?”


“The owner of this aircraft.”


Ah. My future brother-in-law. An Irishman, by the sound of it. A very rich Irishman, evidently. He’s probably ninety years old with dementia and no teeth.


My sister is such a mercenary.


I tell the flight attendant I’ll take the Krug, then ask where in the world we’re going.


With a straight face, she says breezily, “I really have no idea.”


Then she turns and walks away, as if this is all completely normal.


Nine hours later, I’ve polished off two bottles of champagne, watched three Bruce Willis movies and a documentary about famous drummers, enjoyed a nap of indeterminate length, and am slumped sideways in my chair, drooling on my sweatshirt, when Andrea returns to cheerfully inform me we’ll be landing soon.


“Lemme guess. You still don’t know where we are.”


“Even if I did, Miss Keller, I couldn’t tell you.”


She says it kindly, but her expression conveys in no uncertain terms that her job would be at risk if she blabbed.


Or maybe something more important than her job . . . like her life.


Or maybe that’s the two bottles of champagne talking.


When she disappears down the aisle, I slide up the window covering and peer out. Above are clear blue skies. Below are rolling green hills. Off in the distance, a long strip of blue water shimmers in the afternoon sun.


It’s an ocean. The Atlantic? The Pacific? The Gulf of Mexico, perhaps?


The plane starts to descend for landing. It appears we’re headed for an island off the coast.


Watching the ground rise up to meet us, I have a dark, powerful premonition that wherever I’m headed, there’s no going back.


Later, I’ll remember that feeling and marvel at its accuracy.










TWO
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KAGE


The man standing across from my desk is tall, hulking, and silent.


Dressed entirely in black, including a heavy wool overcoat beaded with the evening rain, he stares at me with an emotionless look that somehow also conveys a capacity for extreme violence.


Or maybe I only think that because of his reputation. This is the first time we’ve met, but the man is a legend in the Bratva.


Almost as legendary as I am.


In Russian, I say, “Take a seat, Malek.” I gesture to the chair beside him.


He shakes his head in refusal, which irritates me.


“It wasn’t a suggestion.”


His green eyes flash. A muscle slides in his jaw. His big hands form fists briefly, then flex open again, as if he needs to smash something. But he controls his anger quickly and sits.


Apparently, he likes being issued orders as little as I do.


We gaze at each other in silence for a while. The clock ticks ominously on the wall like the countdown to an explosion.


He offers no polite greeting. There’s no pleasant small talk, no effort to get acquainted. He merely sits and waits, patient and mute as a sphinx.


I sense we could go on like this forever, so I start. “My condolences for your loss. Your brother was a good man.”


He replies in English. “I don’t want your sympathy. I want you to tell me where I can find the man who killed Mikhail.”


I’m surprised that he doesn’t have a trace of an accent. His voice is low and even, as emotionless as his eyes. Only the pulse pounding in the side of his neck gives any evidence of humanity.


I’m even more surprised that he’d dare to speak to me with such flat disregard.


Few people are that stupid.


My voice as cold as my stare, I say, “If you want permission to operate on my soil, I advise you to show me respect.”


“I don’t need your permission. I don’t show respect unless it’s earned. And I’m only here because I was told you’re the one with the information I need. If that’s incorrect, stop wasting my time and say so.”


Bristling, I grind my molars and consider him.


I’d normally shoot a man for that kind of disrespect. But I’ve already got too many enemies. The last thing I need is an army of Bratva from Moscow descending on Manhattan with the intent of separating my head from my body because I buried the vicious Hangman who serves their king.


Not that they could. Even this enormous, bearded asshole sitting across from me is no match for my skills. If I decided to kill him, he wouldn’t stand a chance.


Plus, if he does take out Declan O’Donnell, head of the Irish Mob and a man I’d very much like to see dead, Malek will be doing me a solid.


But still.


My house, my rules.


And rule number one is show me respect or bleed out on the rug, motherfucker.


My voice deadly soft, I hold his gaze and say, “The Irish murdered my parents and both my sisters. So, when I say I know how you feel, I’m not talking out my ass. But if you continue acting like a mannerless cunt, I’ll send you back to Moscow in a thousand bloody pieces.”


A brief silence follows. “You know what would happen if you did that.”


“Yes. Ask me how many fucks I give.”


He examines my expression. Weighs my words. A hint of warmth surfaces in his eyes, but dies a quick death, smothered by darkness.


Solemn, he nods. “My apologies. Mikhail was my only brother. The only family I had left.”


He turns his head, looks out the window to the rainy night, swallows. When he glances back at me, his jaw is clenched and his gaze is murderous. His voice turns rough. “Now, all I have left is vengeance.”


It’s very clear: Malek is going to make Declan O’Donnell wish he were never born.


Cheered by that thought, I smile. “Apology accepted. Let’s drink.”


From the bottom drawer of my desk, I remove a bottle of vodka and two glasses. I pour a measure into each and offer one to Malek. He takes it and nods his thanks.


I raise my glass. “Za zdorovie.”


He shoots the vodka down, swallowing it in a single gulp. Then he sets the glass on the edge of my desk and settles back into his chair, tattooed hands spread over his massive thighs.


“So. This Irish bastard. Where is he?”


“I’ll give you his last known address, but he’s cleared out since then. At the moment, he’s a ghost.”


I don’t offer that my contact inside the FBI has no idea where Declan went, either. Or that I’m keeping Declan’s former boss, Diego, hostage in one of my warehouses near the docks.


There’s no need to show every card in my hand.


That stubborn bastard Diego has so far refused to disclose any useful information, anyway. But if anyone’s going to get it out of him, it’ll be me.


I’ll be damned if I’ll hand my captive over to this arrogant out-of-towner.


Malek says, “Not a problem. Just give me whatever you have. I’ll find him.”


I don’t doubt that. He looks like he’d burn down every city on the face of the earth to locate Declan if he had to.


There’s nothing more single-minded than a man out for blood.


We discuss a few more details that might be helpful in his search before I broach what I know will be a delicate subject.


“He’s got a woman with him. Under no circumstances can she be harmed.”


I watch him carefully for his reaction. He says nothing, but in his silence, I sense dissent.


“It’s nonnegotiable. If she gets even a scratch, you’re dead.”


He knits his brows together. “Since when does the dreaded Reaper care about collateral damage?”


I hesitate, knowing exactly how bad what I’m going to say will sound. “She’s family.”


He digests that in unmoving silence for about thirty seconds, then repeats slowly, “Family.”


“It’s complicated.”


“Uncomplicate it for me.”


I ignore the urge to pull the Glock out of the top drawer of the desk and blow a nice big hole through his skull and pour us more vodka instead.


“My woman’s tight with Declan’s.”


One of his dark brows forms a distinctly disbelieving arch.


I’d like to rip that eyebrow clean off and stuff it down his throat.


Fuck, this prick’s annoying.


Through gritted teeth, I say, “They were childhood friends. Obviously, it predates our present situation.”


Malek pauses to drink his vodka before answering. “Inconvenient.”


“You have no idea.”


“What if it looks like an accident?”


“If the Irishman’s woman doesn’t live to an advanced old age, no matter the cause, I’ll be held responsible.”


We stare at each other. He says, “By your woman.”


“Yes.”


He pauses another beat. “She’d get over it eventually.”


My smile is dark. “You don’t know Natalie.”


He’s starting to look confused. “So, you’re not the head of this family? She is?”


He’s got about ten seconds of life left, and the clock is ticking.


I snap, “I take it you’re not married.”


He grimaces. “Of course not.”


“In a relationship?”


“Is that a joke?”


“Then you couldn’t possibly understand.”


He looks around the room as if trying to find someone more reasonable to speak to.


“You don’t have to comprehend, Malek. You just have to abide by the request.”


“It sounded more like an order.”


My smile is grim. “Call it what you like. The result of noncompliance will be the same: death. I’ll make it slow and painful.”


We gaze at each other in tense silence until he says, “It’s been a long time since anyone threatened me.”


“I believe you. It isn’t personal.”


“Of course it’s personal.”


“Like I said, you couldn’t understand. Get yourself a fiancée, and it’ll become clearer.”


I have to admit, the expression of incredulity on his face is perversely satisfying.


He takes a moment to gather his thoughts. Stroking a hand over his dark beard, he watches me with calculating eyes. There’s a distinct possibility he’s debating how he’d like to kill me, but I simply wait for him to decide which way this conversation will go.


Eventually, he says, “A fiancée. I suppose congratulations are in order.”


Knowing that’s as close as he’ll get to admitting he’s decided not to bother with an attempt on my life and also will spare Sloane when he kills Declan, I smile. “Thank you. You’ll come to the wedding, of course.”


He looks like he’d rather be roasted alive and fed to wild dogs, but he finally shows some manners and says solemnly, “It would be my honor.”


We drink another toast. We talk for a few more moments. I give him a picture of Declan and another of Sloane, both of which he tucks into his coat pocket. Then he rises unexpectedly and informs me he has to be on his way.


Without a farewell, he turns and heads to the door.


“Malek.”


His hand on the door handle, he pauses to look back at me.


“Don’t harm any other women while you’re at it, either.”


He gazes at me in that silent, annoying way he has that makes me want to grab the nearest machete and start hacking away at his neck, if only to get a reaction.


“Just don’t kill any fucking females that might be around when you’re taking care of your business, all right?”


“What difference does it make?”


“I’ll be able to sleep better at night.”


Contempt in his tone, he says, “This is why men in our line of work should be alone, Kazimir. Women make you soft.” Before I can shoot him, he walks out the door and is gone.


On the desktop, my cell rings. The screen tells me it’s Sergey, a trusted member of my crew. I answer the call and wait for him to speak. When he does, his voice is tense.


“We have a situation.”


“Which is?”


“There’s a fire.” He pauses meaningfully. “At the warehouse.”


The warehouse I’m keeping Diego captive in, he means. “How bad is it?”


“I don’t know. I just got the call from the alarm company. I’m on my way now. Fire department’s already been dispatched.”


“Get there first and get him out. I want him alive, understood?”


“Da.”


“Call me when you’ve got him.”


Sergey murmurs an acknowledgment and disconnects, leaving me to ponder the thousand ways this could go wrong.


And if perhaps Malek was onto something when he said women make men like us soft.


The old me would’ve put a bullet in Diego’s head weeks ago. The old me also wouldn’t feel a twinge of regret if one of his enemies died in a fire. The old me, the person I was before I met Natalie, would find the thought of Diego screaming in agony as he burned alive highly amusing.


The new me? Not so much.


I mutter, “Fuck. Next thing you know, I’ll be running off to try to save Diego myself.”


I chuckle at that idea.


I pour myself more vodka.


Then I grab my keys and head to the warehouse, cursing this horrible new conscience I’ve grown since falling in love.










THREE
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RILEY


When the cabin door opens, I blink against the bright light.


We’re at another airport, this one teeny-tiny compared to the one in San Francisco. There are a few outbuildings and a smattering of other private jets, but there’s only one main runway, and no commercial planes.


Wherever we are, it’s small and exclusive.


It’s also humid as hell. My hair’s up in a ponytail, but I can already feel it curling.


A sleek black Range Rover with tinted windows and shiny rims awaits on the runway. The driver steps out when he sees me at the top of the air stairs.


He’s wearing a black suit so tight around the crotch area, it’s almost pornographic.


Though, I suppose if I were packing that much heat between my legs, I’d get my suits tailored to show it off, too. Wowzers, this guy is hung.


Smiling, trying to maintain eye contact and not ogle his goodies, I approach this well-endowed specimen of manhood and stick out my hand.


“Hi. I’m Riley.”


The stud shakes my hand with such serious intent, it’s as if we’re two world leaders on a critical UN diplomatic meeting to save humanity.


He’s got dark blond hair, gorgeous hazel eyes, a spiderweb tattoo on the side of his neck, and a jawline so glorious it could make angels weep.


He bears a striking resemblance to the Marvel comic book character Thor, Norse god of thunder.


“Hullo, Riley. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


Okay, the world is totally an unfair place, because not only is Thor an ovulation-inducing stud, he’s got a hot-as-fuck Irish accent to boot.


I bet Sloane’s marrying the O’Donnell guy for the money, but banging this Thor dude on the side.


I hate to admit it, but it’s a good plan.


“Nice to meet you, too. What’s your name?”


“Spider.”


I make a face. “Spider? No. Your mother didn’t name you that. What’s your real name?”


There’s a beat of silence where it looks like he’s trying not to smile. “Homer.”


“Really? That’s cool! I’ve never met anyone named after an ancient Greek poet.”


He lowers his head and examines my expression with such intensity, I’m taken aback.


“Did I say something wrong?”


“No.”


“Then why are you looking at me like that?”


“Your sister said exactly the same thing to me about my name when we met. Verbatim.”


“Oh. Huh. Weird.”


“Aye.”


Oh my god, people from Ireland actually say “aye.” That’s so hot. Stop looking at his crotch.


“If you don’t mind, I’d prefer if you called me Spider, though. Most of the lads don’t know my real name.”


My ears prick at the mention of “lads.”


If there are more Spiders wherever we’re headed, I’m extending this vacation indefinitely.


“Sure. You can count on me not to spill the beans. I’m good at keeping secrets.”


I grin at him. He gives me an indecipherable look, then turns to take my bag from a worker carrying it over from the plane.


Spider throws the bag into the back of the SUV, opens the rear door for me, and waits for me to climb in. Then he slams the door shut behind me and slides behind the wheel.


We peel out with such force, I’m thrown back against the seat.


“Are we in a car chase I don’t know about?”


“No. Why?”


The SUV careens around a corner, tires squealing. Now I’m thrown sideways, nearly banging my head on the window.


“Oh, no reason. It’s just that a skull fracture isn’t on my itinerary.”


Glancing at me in the rearview mirror, he frowns. Then he takes another corner so fast, I have to cling to the door handle so I don’t smash through the rear window and rocket off into space. “Dude, will you please cool it? I’m getting tossed around back here like a beach ball at the Electric Daisy Carnival!”


I can tell from the look on his face that he doesn’t get the reference. But he does slow down to under a thousand miles per hour, so I guess he understands the general idea that I’m not one for aggressive shows of speed.


“Thank you. Sheesh.”


We drive for a while without exchanging more conversation.


I resist the urge to pester him with questions, mostly because I’m afraid his Irish accent will make my panties go up in smoke.


After Spider has glanced curiously at me in the rearview mirror about four hundred times, I sigh heavily and adjust my glasses. “I know. My sister and I don’t look alike.”


“Same cheek, though.”


“Cheek?”


“Sass. Confidence.”


“Ha! Nobody on earth has Sloane’s self-confidence.”


He chuckles. “Aye. Except maybe her man.”


I wasn’t going to ask questions, but curiosity gets the better of me. “You mean her fiancé? The rich and elderly Mr. O’Donnell?”


He glowers. “Forty-two is hardly elderly, lass.”


Okay, two things. First: he’s right. Though it’s quite a bit older than Sloane, forty-two isn’t elderly.


More importantly, being called “lass” is my new favorite kink.


I drape myself over the back of the passenger seat and stare at Spider’s beautiful profile. After a moment, he flashes me a quizzical look.


“Sorry, I’m just trying to imagine what it must be like to walk around looking like that.”


“Like what?”


“You know.” I wave a hand to indicate his general luminosity. “That.”


“I don’t know what you mean.”


Bizarrely, he seems sincere. His expression is one of genuine confusion. But how is that possible? If I were gorgeous, I’m sure I’d know it.


Like Sloane does.


It occurs to me that maybe Spider’s elevator doesn’t go all the way to the top floor. I might need to clarify things for him.


“What I’m saying is that you’re very good-looking.”


I’m astonished when his cheeks turn bright red.


He sputters some kind of nonsensical denial, adjusts his tie, and stares straight ahead out the windshield, blinking comically.


Aw. He’s bashful! Gorgeous, well-endowed, and bashful!


I want to crawl into his lap, but smile at him instead. “You must be very popular with the ladies, Spider.”


More sputtering. He finally composes himself enough to say stiffly, “I don’t have time for a relationship.”


I laugh at that. “Gotcha. If I were you, I’d be a player, too. Why keep all those cookies in one jar when you can hand ’em out all over town and make everyone happy?”


He says gruffly, “You’re off your rocker.”


“Oh, don’t be mad. I’m paying you a compliment.”


“It doesn’t feel like it.”


“Would you prefer if I said you were homely and repulsive? Because I’m happy to indulge your charming delusion that you’re not extraordinarily attractive. It’s cute.”


His entire face is now red. Bright red, from the top of his starched white collar to the tips of his ears.


This guy is ridiculously appealing.


I flop against the back passenger seat and heave a sigh. “Okay, we’ll move on. How about if you tell me where we are?”


“Bermuda.”


My eyes nearly pop out of my head. Bermuda? No wonder the air is so humid.


Noticing my expression, Spider says, “It’s temporary. We were in Martha’s Vineyard last, but there were some, ah . . .” He makes a strange face. “I’ll let your sister explain.”


Hmm. The plot thickens.


I say drily, “Were you run out of Martha’s Vineyard by the daily stampede of Sloane’s admirers beating down the door? I bet it must be hard for her fiancé to deal with the way every guy drops to his knees at her feet.”


He pauses for a beat before saying quietly, “Jealousy doesn’t suit you.”


It takes my breath away. I look out the window at the passing scenery, my cheeks burning with shame.


We drive for a while in silence until I admit grudgingly, “Whenever she’s around, people look right through me like I’m invisible.”


“That’s because people are bloody morons.”


He’s being nice to me because I gave him such effusive compliments.


Whatever. I’ll take it.


I smile at him. “Thank you, Spider. In addition to being very hot, you’re also very sweet.”


His ears turn a darker shade of crimson.


Then we’re turning onto a long private drive, and I’m distracted by the size of the iron gate we’re going through. It’s enormous, creaking open slowly to let us pass. The gate is flanked on either side by high stone walls and a grove of trees that obscure the view beyond.


When I spot the security cameras mounted on top of the walls and all the armed guards lurking under the trees, I frown.


“Spider?”


“Aye, lass?”


“Is my sister’s fiancé famous?”


He quirks his lips. “Something like that.”


“Don’t be cryptic. I get nervous when people are cryptic.”


“Mr. O’Donnell is . . . a powerful man.”


The hesitation makes me even more nervous. “Like how powerful? Is he a politician or something?”


He scoffs. “Politicians wish they had his kind of power.”


“Oh god. That sounds scary. Is he a supervillain?”


His smile is small and mysterious. “I wouldn’t go that far.”


“So, he’s a good guy?”


He shrugs. “Depends on who you ask.”


“Seriously? You’re killing me!”


He must find my blossoming panic amusing, because he starts to chuckle. “It’s not my place to tell you, lass. But don’t worry. You’ll be safe here.”


We drive by a guy in a black suit holding a big black rifle. He’s crouched in the bushes, watching us with narrowed eyes as we pass. He lifts a hand to his mouth and speaks into what looks like his wristwatch but is obviously some kind of communication device.


Like a spy would have. Or the henchman of a supervillain.


I say drily, “Oh, yeah, I feel totally safe already.” Then I gasp. “Whoa. Is that our hotel? It’s huge!”


When Spider only gives me another chuckle as an answer, I get it.


“Holy fuck nuggets. That’s his house?”


“Aye.”


I gape at the sprawling stone estate at the top of the hill. I’ve seen smaller castles. “That’s one house? For one person?”


“Two, if you count Sloane.”


I shoot him a sour look. “You’re laughing at me.”


“I would never.”


He tries to pretend innocence, but totally fails. I smack him on the shoulder.


“Ow! There’s no need for violence, lass! What a rabid wee badger!”


Now he’s laughing even harder, the jerk. I mutter, “I’ll shove a rabid wee badger right up your butt, mister.”


His shoulders are shaking, his lips are pressed together, his eyes are bright, and I’m going to clobber him.


Except I’m not, because at that moment, I spot Sloane emerging from the huge wooden front doors of the house. She’s followed by a man who makes my mouth drop open in shock.


Tall and broad-shouldered, with a Mick Jagger swagger, he’s got hair as black as midnight, eyes as blue as cobalt, and the sly, cocky grin of a pirate king.


The man is so beautiful, the devil himself would be jealous. My voice comes out strangled. “That’s the fiancé?”


Spider sounds proud when he answers. “Aye. The one and only Declan O’Donnell.”


Declan O’Donnell.


Sweet Jesus, even his name is hot. He makes my last boyfriend look like Shrek.


As soon as this vacation is over, I’m getting on a plane headed straight for Ireland.


When the SUV pulls to a stop, Declan opens the back door for me before the engine is even off. I hop out and am immediately taken by his height. I have to crane my neck to look up at him. It makes his beauty even more impressive.


“Riley,” he says. “At last we meet. Your sister has told me so much about you.”


His voice is deep, his smile is brilliant, and my estrogen levels are surging.


Then, just to totally cross all the wires in my brain, he pulls me into a big bear hug, lifting me right off my feet in the process.


I wonder if my sister will mind when I start calling her fiancé Daddy?


When Declan sets me back onto my feet, I look at Sloane. She’s standing a few feet away, watching us with a hesitant smile.


She says softly, “Hey, Smalls.”


As always, she looks incredible. Perfect hair, perfect face, perfect body. My gorgeous older sister, fearless lion, effortless flirt, consumer of men’s souls.


Life has always been easy for her. Even in her “awkward” teenage emo phase, she was the sun everyone else revolved around. She’s never not been stunning.


Unlike me, who looks like one of the flying monkeys from The Wizard of Oz. At least according to her.


I say, “Hey, Hollywood. Thanks for inviting me. Your man is a toad, and this place is a dump.”


“Wait until you see your bedroom.”


“Let me guess. You put me in the attic with the ghosts?”


“No, we put you in the basement so you wouldn’t scare the ghosts.”


“Appreciate it, hooker.”


“No problem, troll.”


We smile at each other. I can tell Declan is disturbed by this exchange, which makes me think he doesn’t have a sister.


Then I forget all about his siblings or lack thereof, because he picks me up and throws me over his shoulder.


He throws me over his shoulder!


I scream in delight then start to cackle like a madwoman.


An upside-down Sloane folds her arms over her chest and shakes her head in disapproval. “You’ll make her throw up, honey.”


“Are you kidding?” I shout, staring at Declan’s ass, which is eye level and magnificent. “This is awesome! Declan, you have my permission to proceed!”


Declan chuckles, Sloane rolls her eyes, and I kick my feet in sheer happiness.


It’s a good thing I packed enough of my favorite candy for this trip, because I might never leave.










FOUR
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MAL


I’m about to pull the trigger and put a bullet in Declan’s head when a female steps out of the car.


Through the crystal-clear magnification of the rifle’s powerful scope, I take her in with one swift assessment.


Young and slight. Mousy blondish hair pulled into a sloppy ponytail. Baggy gray sweatpants and flip-flops. Eyeglasses and an ill-fitting sweatshirt.


Something about her appearance suggests she’s homeless.


Or careless, at least. Her clothing is wrinkled. Her hair is scraggly. The way the sweatpants hang from her hips suggests malnourishment.


Perhaps Declan is adopting a refugee.


I watch with growing irritation as he embraces the slovenly waif. If she’d only get out of the way, I could get on with it. I’ve been crouched in this crumbling church belfry for hours already.


Sweat is pouring down my neck. My thighs are starting to cramp. The air reeks of mold and mouse droppings, intensified by the sweltering heat.


I can’t wait to get back to Moscow. To the cold and the darkness, far away from this tropical hellhole. Everything is so bright here. So colorful. So cheerful. I hate it.


The woman standing off to one side of Declan and the new arrival is Sloane. I recognize her from the picture Kazimir gave me. She’s tall, curvy, and unmistakable, watching the new girl with hesitancy.


Dismissing her, I turn my attention back to Declan.


He sets the waif back onto her feet, but I still don’t have a clear shot. She’s standing too close to him. Then he picks her up and . . .


I move my face away from the scope, blink to clear my vision, then squint into the scope again.


I wasn’t mistaken.


He threw the waif over his shoulder.


Now he’s swaggering back to the mansion, holding Sloane’s hand while simultaneously carrying another woman upside down. The trio disappears inside together.


I sit back onto my heels and think.


The girl obviously isn’t a refugee. Perhaps a domestic worker? A new maid? By the cool way Sloane greeted her, they didn’t appear acquainted, so that would make sense. It seemed as if it were the first time they’d met.


But the way Declan embraced her with such distinct enthusiasm . . . The way he was so familiar in handling her, tossing her over his shoulder like a possession . . .


Ah.


She’s a whore.


A girl so poor and disadvantaged, she has to sell herself to kinky rich couples for money to eat.


“Fucking Irish,” I mutter, disgusted.


I think of my dead brother and the sad-looking waif in the baggy sweatpants, both of them victims of the vicious Mob king.


Then, seething, I settle in again to wait for another shot. That bastard can’t stay inside forever.










FIVE
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RILEY


The inside of the estate/castle/palace/whatever is even more impressive than the outside.


Everything is made of marble, crystal, or polished mahogany. Blank-eyed Grecian statues lurk in lit alcoves in the walls. Expensive bric-a-brac decorates every available surface. Plush Turkish rugs muffle our footsteps, while white linen curtains draped in front of floor-to-ceiling windows billow and fold in the languid sea breeze.


I gape at all the glamour right side up, because Declan set me back onto my feet as soon as we came indoors.


I still haven’t forgiven him for it.


I trail behind him and Sloane as they lead me to the guest room where I’ll be staying. It probably has its own pool. “So, Declan. What kind of work do you do?”


He and Sloane exchange a glance. He says, “International relations.”


Outside the windows, a pair of armed guards prowl by. “Really? That’s interesting. I saw this Denzel Washington movie one time where he told people he was in international relations, but he actually worked for the CIA. Do you work for the CIA?”


He scoffs. “They wish.”


“The FBI?”


He lifts a muscular shoulder. “Occasionally.”


“Yeah, me, too. Only when they twist my arm, though. I much prefer working for MI5.”


“Six.”


“Excuse me?”


“MI6 is foreign intelligence operating outside the UK. MI5 is domestic.”


“Oh, right. I always forget. It’s hard sometimes to remember all the different intelligence agencies I spy for.”


“Tell me about it.”


That makes me grin. I love it when people play along with my silly games.


At the end of a long corridor, we stop outside a closed door. Declan leans against the wall, folds his bulging arms over his chest, and smiles down at me. My ovaries sigh in contentment.


“I’ll let you get settled in and give you girls a chance to catch up. If there’s anything you need, just pick up the phone.”


“I don’t have a cell. I’m philosophically opposed to technology that can stalk me.”


“I meant the phone next to your bed.”


When I cock an eyebrow, Sloane says, “It’s the house phone. Tell whoever answers what you want, and they’ll bring it.”


I look back and forth between the two of them. “Who is this person who’ll answer?”


“Whoever’s on shift,” says Declan.


“So, you have staff, too, not just an army of bodyguards. Kinda like Downton Abbey, except with guns.”


Declan chuckles. “You’re a lot like your sister.”


“Don’t tell her that. She’ll break off the engagement. Speaking of engagement, Sloane, why aren’t you wearing a ring?”


Declan turns to her and says mildly, “Good question. I can’t wait to hear the answer.”


She rolls her eyes. “Technically, I haven’t said yes yet.”


I almost punch her in the face.


“What?” I holler. “Are you crazy?” I make spokesmodel hands at his overall gloriousness. “He’s asked you to marry him, and you haven’t said yes? What is wrong with you?”


Stifling a laugh, Declan says, “Amen.”


“Also, hold on a minute, because did you or did you not say you wanted me to visit because you’d be getting married any day? To your fiancé?”


Exasperated, she says, “We will be getting married any day. When I finally say yes.”


“You act like that makes any kind of sense. Spoiler alert! It doesn’t.”


“I ask her every day if she’ll marry me,” Declan interrupts, his voice throaty. “She always says not yet. But one day soon, she’ll agree, and we’ll go straight to the courthouse and make it official.”


He looks at her with hot, half-lidded eyes.


How she manages to stay upright under that smoldering look and not melt into a flaming puddle of hormones is beyond me.


Indignant, I turn to her. “Are you deliberately leading him on? Because that’s not cool.”


“Not cool,” agrees Declan, shaking his head.


She chews the inside of her lip and glances at the floor.


The hesitation is wildly uncharacteristic of her. She doesn’t stop to think before she answers. It makes me worry. The Sloane I know would’ve already slapped me across the face by now.


Figuratively speaking. With scorn.


Looking at her feet, she says softly, “I’m not leading him on. It’s just so perfect right now, the way things are between us. There’s no way it can get better than it already is. I don’t want to ruin it.”


Declan looks at her with so much need and devotion burning in his eyes, I’m embarrassed to be standing there. Then he grabs her and gives her a passionate kiss.


He pulls away and stares down into her eyes, all burning heat and hunger.


He growls, “Say yes, and I swear every day will be better than the last, you bloody stubborn woman. You have my heart. My soul. My life. I want you to have my name as well, and wear my ring so everyone who sees you knows you belong to me. I’m so proud to be your man, I want the whole goddamn world to know you’re mine.”


Sloane and I are both stunned and breathless. This man is just . . . wow.


I’ll get back to you with an impressive adjective. Right now, I’m speechless.


If she doesn’t marry him within twenty-four hours, she’s dead to me forever.


I push past them into the room, close the door behind me, lean close to it and say loudly, “Great to meet you, Declan. Call me when it’s suppertime. I’m gonna take a nap on this bed that’s large enough for ten people. When I wake up, I expect to see a ring on that finger, Sloane. You idiot.”


Then I lie face-down on the bed, feeling sorry for myself that I don’t have even a quarter of my sister’s beauty or style.


I fall asleep fantasizing that I’m a beautiful queen with a harem of virile Irishmen.


When I open my eyes, the sun is setting. Sloane is lying on the floor nearby with her long legs up on an overstuffed chintz chair, toying with a strand of her hair and staring at the ceiling.


I prop myself up onto my elbows and gaze down at her. “Ugh. I hate it that you can look so good when you’re contemplative. When I have deep thoughts, I look like I need to take a dump.”


She closes her eyes and starts laughing.


“You think I’m joking, but I’m not. It’s one hundred percent legit.”


“Oh, I know,” she says, sitting up. Supple as a cat, she folds her legs underneath her and smiles at me. “I remember those faces you make. You take after Dad.”


“He is strangely expressive for a military man, isn’t he? You think they’d have militarized it out of him. All that marching and following orders and whatnot would definitely make my eyes glaze right over.”


“Declan was in the military, and he’s still very expressive.”


As soon as she says it, two faint spots of pink appear high on her cheeks.


I can tell she’s thinking of exactly how “expressive” he is. Now I’m thinking about it, and I’m getting all flustered, too. “Yuck. I don’t need to picture my big sister having all kinds of excessively hot sex, thank you very much. Also, oh. My. God, dude. Where did you find him, and how many brothers does he have? I want two, at least!”


“He’s amazing, isn’t he?”


She bats her lashes and sighs like a crazy person. Or at least some other person, some romantic, sweet person with idealized notions of love, not her.


I swing my legs over the side of the bed, sit up, and squint at her. “You’re really in love with him, aren’t you?”


“Yes. It’s horrible. I mean, it’s wonderful, but also horrible, because . . .”


“You’re not in control anymore.”


She nods, cringing. “And I never had anything worth losing before. I never cared before, about anything but myself. Now, I care about everything. I’m one big sentimental ball of caring. I cried watching the sunset the other day, for fuck’s sake!”


I try not to find her dismay so satisfying, but I do. I’m a terrible person.


“Anyway.” She waves her hands to dispel that part of the conversation. “We need to do something about your hair.”


“What’s wrong with my hair?”


“It’s hideous. You look like you lost a bet.”


“Oh, thank goodness.”


“What?”


“For a minute there, I thought you’d been replaced by a body snatcher.”


Someone raps their knuckles softly on the door. At the same time, Sloane and I holler, “Come in!”


Spider sticks his head through. “Hullo. I have your luggage, lass. Is this a good time?”


Hot, hung, and polite. I swear, I’m going to find a scientist to clone him and Declan and make me the perfect male.


“C’mon in. You can drop it anywhere.”


He walks inside, carrying my bag and my future children’s chromosomes, and nods a hello to Sloane. He sets the bag on the floor next to the dresser, then turns to leave.


“Wait,” says Sloane. “Where’s the rest?”


“That was the only one, madam.”


She makes a sour face. “What did I tell you about calling me that?”


He looks like he’s trying not to smile. I like him even more now that I know he’s been teasing her. It takes balls, which I already know he’s not lacking.


I mean, I’ve got visual proof. It’s staring me right in the face.


“. . . Riley?”


“What?” I rip my gaze away from the substantial bulge in Spider’s trousers and look at Sloane. “Sorry, I didn’t hear what you said.”


She says drily, “I wonder why.”


I narrow my eyes and mentally telegraph a threat that she receives and smiles at condescendingly. “I asked where the rest of your luggage is.”


“I don’t have other luggage. That’s it.”


She stares in disbelief at my single carry-on, a beat-up duffel I bought before I went away to college years ago. “You brought one bag?”


“You say that like I just informed you it’s filled with body parts.”


Ignoring my sarcasm, she insists, “How can you travel with one piece of luggage? Where’s your shoe bag? Your cosmetics bag? Your formal-wear bag? All your clothes?”


She gazes around the room as if expecting a set of monogrammed Louis Vuitton steamer trunks to appear from thin air, bursting with mink stoles and evening gowns.


Smiling, I say, “It’s really gonna break your brain when I tell you my laptop’s in there, too.”


Spider catches my eye and winks. Then he leaves, closing the door behind him.


Sloane jumps up, crosses to the bag, bends over, rips the zipper open, and stares down at the contents. She rifles around in it for a moment, then straightens and looks at me.


“What’s with all the boxes of candy?”


“I don’t travel anywhere without Twizzlers. And you can’t get those watermelon Sour Patch Kids everywhere, so because I didn’t know where I was going . . .” I shrug. “Better safe than sorry.”


She closes her eyes, draws a breath, gathers herself, then looks at me again.


“Do you have any other items of clothing that aren’t gray or made of fleece?”


“Yeah. Duh. My undies.”


“My god. I can’t believe we’re related.”


She’s so horrified, she’s about to make the sign of the cross over her chest. Or maybe call for a priest and douse me with a vial of holy water. It makes me laugh.


“Oh, relax, Beyoncé. There’s other stuff under the candy.”


When she looks hopefully at the duffel, I say, “I also brought white T-shirts and jean shorts.”


Her expression indicates she might be tasting the regurgitated remains of her lunch. “I can see we’ll need to do some shopping while you’re here, too.”


“Too?”


“In addition to taming that feral skunk on top of your head.”


“Excuse me, but not everyone thinks it’s necessary to look like a fashion model.”


“There has to be a happy medium between fashion model and hobo.”


“If you mean people who don’t have homes, Cruella, the correct term is ‘unhoused.’ ‘Hobo’ is super derogatory.”


“You’ve been living in San Francisco too long.”


“Can we table this discussion that’s sure to devolve into a political shouting match for a sec so I can ask when we’re going to eat? The last thing I had was a gross clot of slimy black fish eggs with some coagulated dairy product on a piece of bread the size of a quarter. I’m absolutely famished. You rich people eat like birds.”


She pauses for a beat, then covers her face with her hands and dissolves into laughter.


I say drily, “I’m glad my starvation is amusing you.”


“It’s just that I forgot how funny you are.”


“Funny as in ha-ha, or funny as in weird?”


“Ha-ha.” She thinks for a moment. “And also weird.”


“Thanks for that. Changing gears again: what does Declan do for a living? And don’t lie to me. I’m not one of your bedazzled fuck boys. I know when you’re not telling the truth.”


Her smile fades. She walks slowly to the chair she had her feet propped up on, sits, and folds her hands demurely between her thighs. “I want to tell you, but I don’t want you to judge.”


My laugh is short and disbelieving. “Judge? Dude, I’ve been living in San Francisco for quite some time. There’s literally nothing that can shock me anymore.”


“Okay. Well, if you must know . . .” Hesitating, she takes a deep breath. “He’s in the Mob. Actually, he is the Mob. He’s, like, the main guy.”


Several things click inside my head, and I nod thoughtfully. “Hmm. Makes sense. So, about the eating situation again. Are we doing that before or after I let you do something awful to my hair that I’m sure to regret?”


When she only sits there staring at me, her eyes welling with tears, I get panicky.


“Oh, shit. What’s wrong? Please tell me he’s not cheating on you. I’m not sure whose side I’d take.”


She leaps from the chair and launches herself across the room, slamming into me and flinging her arms around my neck.


I’m almost thrown back onto the mattress. Despite my total shock and the force of her embrace, I manage to stay upright. Then she bursts into tears, leaving me at a complete loss.


I say tentatively, “Um. What’s happening now?”


She wails, “I’m sorry is what’s happening! I’ve been a terrible sister, and you’re being so nice, and I can’t believe we haven’t seen each other since your birthday a few years ago!”


Three years ago, to be precise.


Not that I’ll ever be able to forget it.


My boyfriend at the time took one look at Sloane and pronounced he was dating the wrong sister. He broke up with me on the spot.


In the middle of my friggin’ birthday party.


When I heard through a friend a few weeks later that they’d been seen together and called Sloane to find out if it was true, she scoffed and said, “Who? Oh my god, that loser’s already in the rearview mirror.”


That “loser” she could barely remember had been my boyfriend for more than a year. He took my virginity. I thought we were madly in love.


After that, I started telling my dates I was an only child. I haven’t seen Sloane since.


I pat her awkwardly on the back. “Okay, Hollywood. C’mon now. You’ll ruin your mascara.”


She pulls away, sniffling and gripping my upper arms like she’s planning on holding me hostage. “Say you forgive me,” she demands vehemently. “Please. Let’s make this a new beginning. We’ll start over from scratch.”


I frown at her. Who is this person?


When her big pleading eyes get to be too much, I relent. “Fine. It’s a new beginning. But I’m withholding forgiveness until after I see what you’ve got planned for my hair.”


She bites her lower lip, tears spill over the edge of her bottom lids, and what the fuck has happened to my sister?


Daddy Declan must be laying some serious pipe to have turned this stone-cold savage into such a sweetheart.


Lucky bitch.
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