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For Jay. It’s never not been you.









ONE
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SLOANE


I open my eyes to find a man leaning over me.


He’s dressed in a black Armani suit. He has jet-black hair, a hard jaw, and the most beautiful blue eyes I’ve ever seen. They’re surrounded by a thicket of lashes, long and curving, as dense and dark as his hair.


I’m intrigued by this handsome stranger for about two seconds, until I remember that he kidnapped me.


I should’ve known. The hotter a man is, the faster you should run away from him. A beautiful man is a bottomless pit your self-worth can disappear into and never be seen again.


His deep voice softened by a lilting Irish accent, my captor says, “You’re awake.”


“You sound disappointed.”


The faintest of smiles curves his full lips. I’m amusing him. But the smile disappears as fast as it came, and he withdraws, settling his muscular frame in a chair opposite me.


He regards me with a look that could freeze molten lava. “Sit up. Let’s talk.”


I’m lying down. Sprawled on a cream-colored leather sofa in a narrow room with a rounded ceiling, my bare legs and feet chilled by the dry, cool air.


I have no recollection how I got here and no knowledge of where “here” is.


I remember only that I was going to visit my best friend, Natalie, in New York City, and the moment I stepped out of the car in the parking garage of her building, a half-dozen black SUVs with tinted windows roared up, and this blue-eyed devil jumped out of one of them and snatched me.


There was also gunfire. I do recall that. The burnt smell of gunpowder in the air, the deafening roar of the shots …


I sit up abruptly. The room starts to spin.

   There’s a sharp ache in my right shoulder, as if I had been hit there. Fighting nausea, I take several deep breaths, one hand pressed to my churning stomach and the other to my clammy forehead.


I feel sick.


“That’ll be the ketamine,” says my captor, watching me.


His name swims into memory: Declan. He told me that right after he shoved me into his SUV. His name and that he was taking me to speak to his boss … in Boston.


Now I remember. I’m on an airplane headed to see the leader of the Irish mafia to answer some questions about how I might have started a war between his family and the Russians. And everyone else.


So much for my fun New York vacation.


I swallow several times, willing my queasy stomach to settle. “You drugged me?”


“We had to. You’re surprisingly strong for someone who dresses like the Tooth Fairy.”


The comparison irritates me. “Just because I’m girly doesn’t mean I’m a little girl.”


He lets his gaze drift over my outfit.


I’m wearing a hot-pink layered tulle miniskirt by Betsey Johnson that I paired with a short white denim jacket and a white tee underneath. I bedazzled the jacket with rhinestone butterflies because butterflies are beautiful, kickass symbols of hope, change, and self-transformation, and that’s exactly the kind of positive fucking energy I’m all about.


Even if it is girly.


His tone dry, Declan says, “Evidently. That right hook of yours is impressive.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean what you did to Kieran’s nose.”


“I don’t know a Kieran. Or his nose.”


“You don’t remember? You broke it.”


“Broke it? No. I would’ve remembered breaking someone’s nose.”


When Declan stays silent and only sits there staring at me, my heart sinks. “The drugs?”


“Aye.”


I look down at my right hand and am startled to see bruises on my knuckles. I did break someone’s nose. How could I not remember that?


My voice climbs in panic. “Oh god. Am I brain damaged?”


He arches one dark eyebrow. “You mean more than you were before?”


“This isn’t funny.”


“How would you know? You’re unironically wearing a child’s Halloween costume. I’d say your sense of humor is as bad as your wardrobe.”


I fight the unexpected urge to laugh. “Why am I barefoot? Where are my shoes?”


His silence is long and calculating.


“They’re my only pair of Louis Vuitton. Do you have any idea how expensive those are? I had to save for months.”


He tilts his head to one side and examines me with those piercing blue eyes for longer than is comfortable. “You’re not afraid.”


“You already told me you weren’t going to hurt me.”


He considers that for a moment, his brows drawn together thoughtfully. “Did I?”


“Yes. Back in the parking garage.”


“I could change my mind.”


“You won’t.”


“Why not?”


I shrug. “Because I’m charming. Everybody loves me.”


His head tilt and frown are now accompanied by a derisive curl of his upper lip.


“It’s true. I’m very likeable.”


“I don’t like you.”


That makes me bristle, though I try not to show it. “I don’t like you, either.”


“I’m not the one claiming to be so charming.”


“A good thing, too, because you’re not.”


We stare at each other. After a beat, he says, “I’m told my accent is charming.”


That makes me chuckle. “It’s so not.”


When he looks dubious, I relent. “Even if it were, it’s cancelled by the rest of your horrible personality. What did you want to talk about? Wait, I need to pee first. Where’s the bathroom?”


When I stand, he leans forward, grasps my wrist, and pulls me back down to a sitting position. Without releasing my wrist, he growls, “You’ll go to the bathroom when I say you can. Now stop running your bloody mouth and listen to me.”


It’s my turn to arch an eyebrow. “I listen better when I’m not being manhandled.”


We do the staring thing again. I’ll go blind before I’ll blink first. It’s a standoff, a silent push-pull with neither of us giving an inch, until finally, a muscle flexes in his jaw. Then he exhales and grudgingly releases my wrist.


Ha. Get used to losing, gangster. I smile at him and say pleasantly, “Thank you.”


He’s wearing the same look my older brother used to wear when we were kids and he was about to deck me for being annoying. Naturally, it makes me smile wider.


Men say they love a strong woman, right up until they meet one.


I fold my hands in my lap and wait for him to control his temper. He sits back in his chair, straightens his tie, grinds his molars for a while, then says, “Here are the rules.”


Rules. For me? Hilarious. But I’m pretending to be cooperative, so I sit patiently and listen instead of laughing in his face.


“One: I don’t tolerate disobedience. If I give you an order, you follow it.”


Magic 8 Ball says: Outlook not so good.


“Two: you don’t speak unless you’re spoken to.”


In what universe is that happening? Not this one.


“Three: I’m not Kieran. If you hit me, I hit back.” His blue eyes glitter. His voice drops. “And it will hurt.”


He’s trying to scare me into obedience. That tactic never worked for my father, and it won’t work for him. My voice drips with disdain. “What a gentleman.”


“You lasses are the ones who’re always crying about equal treatment. Except when it’s inconvenient.”


He’s a first-class asshole, but also right. If I can’t take it, I shouldn’t dish it out.


Except I can take it and I can dish it out. Sooner or later, he’ll find out exactly how well.


I didn’t spend the last ten years sweating my ass off in self-defense classes so I could burst into tears at a threat from some random Irish gangster.


After a while when he doesn’t continue, I say, “Are there more?”


He deadpans, “I figured three would be all your damaged brain could handle.”


Boy, this one could really charm the birds right out of the trees. “So thoughtful.”


“Like you said. I’m a gentleman.”


He stands. Towering over me at his full height, he’s suddenly imposing. I lean back and stare up at him, unsure what he’s going to do next.


He looks satisfied by my alarmed expression. “The loo is at the back of the plane. You have two minutes. If you’re not out by then, I’ll break down the door.”


“Why? Do you think I’ll try to escape through the toilet?”


His lashes lower. I can tell he’s annoyed again by the slow, aggravated breath he draws. He says softly, “Careful, lass. Your boyfriend, Stavros, might tolerate mouthy women, but I don’t.”


I suppose he mentioned Stavros to clue me in that he knows things about me, that he’s done his homework on his captive, but it doesn’t surprise me. Any kidnapper worth his salt would do the same.


But he’s got one important fact wrong, and I’m a stickler for accuracy on this particular topic. “Stavros isn’t my boyfriend.”


Declan gives me the arched eyebrow again, wry and disdainful. “Excuse me?”


“I said he’s not my boyfriend. I don’t keep boyfriends.”


“Due to your exhausting need to run your mouth, no doubt.”


His testicles are at about eye level, but I resist the urge to acquaint them with my fist. There’s always later.


“No, I meant that I don’t keep them, like the way you keep chickens. Or how a man keeps a mistress. I don’t have the patience for boyfriends. They’re too high-maintenance. Way more trouble than they’re worth.”


He stares down at me with an expressionless face, but his eyes are doing something interesting. I can almost see the wheels turning inside his head.


“So you broke up.”


“Are you even listening? He was never my ‘boyfriend.’ I don’t do boyfriends.”


His smile is faintly evil. “Good. Then I won’t have to deal with him riding in on his white horse to try to rescue you.”


I laugh at the mental image of Stavros on a horse. He’s terrified of animals. “Oh, he’ll totally try to rescue me.”


When Declan narrows his eyes, I add, “If you could not hurt him, that would be great. I’d feel really guilty if he got hurt on my account.”


The deafening silence that follows calls for an explanation. “I mean, of course you have to do your gangster thing, but Stavros is actually a nice guy. It’s not his fault he’ll try to rescue me. He won’t be able to help himself.”


“And why is that?”


“I told you. I’m charming. He was a goner from the day we met.”


I have never been looked at the way Declan is looking at me right now. If an alien spacecraft landed on top of the plane and sucked us inside with a tractor beam, he couldn’t look more confounded.


I have to admit it’s pretty satisfying.


The sense of satisfaction evaporates when he wraps his big hands around my upper arms and hauls me upright.


He leans close to my face and says from between gritted teeth, “You’re about as charming as herpes. Now go take a piss.”


He pushes me away, drags his hands through his hair, and mutters a curse under his breath.


If the stick stuck up this guy’s ass were any bigger, he’d be a tree.


I head toward the back of the plane, passing more plush leather sofas and chairs. The décor is elegant and understated, everything done in shades of champagne and gold. All the windows have little curtains drawn across them. The carpeting is soft and luxurious under my bare feet. It’s like a miniature penthouse … complete with security.


Six buff gangsters in black suits glower at me as I approach.


They’re seated on opposite sides of the aisle in captain’s chairs with glossy wood tables between them. Two of them are playing cards. Two of them are drinking whiskey. A fifth has a magazine in his meaty hands, and the sixth looks like he wants to tear my head clear off my body.


He’s the biggest one with the black eyes, a strip of medical tape across the swollen bridge of his nose, and spots of blood decorating the collar of his white dress shirt.


I almost feel bad that I did that to him, especially in front of all his buddies. No wonder he’s looking at me like that. Beaten by a girl—his ego is a five-year-old having a screaming tantrum in the ice cream aisle.


But I might need an ally at some point in this adventure. A little groveling now could go a long way in the future.


I stop next to his chair and smile at him. “I’m sorry about your nose, Kieran.”


A few of the men snort. A couple others exchange surprised glances.


Kieran’s burning stare could melt steel. I’ve spent a lot of time around gangsters, however, so I’m immune to their tempers.


“If it makes a difference, I don’t remember anything. That ketamine you guys gave me knocked me out pretty good. I’m usually not so nasty. Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for violence when it’s necessary, but I only go there as a last resort. When I’m conscious, that is.”


I think for a moment as Kieran glares at me.


“To tell the truth, I probably would’ve tried to break your nose even if I wasn’t on drugs. You were kidnapping me, after all. So there’s that. But in any case, I promise I won’t break anything else unless you make it necessary. In fact, I’ll make you a deal: if you need me to get into the trunk of a car or the cargo hold of a ship or onto another airplane or whatever, just ask politely, and I’ll be happy to oblige. This doesn’t have to be acrimonious.”


Kieran takes a moment to decide how to respond. Or maybe he’s trying to figure out what acrimonious means. Either way, this guy isn’t what you’d call a brilliant conversationalist. I’m going to have to do all the heavy lifting.


“What I mean is that we don’t have to be hostile toward each other. You have a job to do. I get it. I won’t try to make it harder than it has to be. Just communicate with me, okay? We’ll be out of each other’s hair in no time.”


Silence. He blinks, once. I take it as a yes and beam at him.


“Cool. Thanks. And thank you for not hitting me back. Your boss tells me he doesn’t have the same scruples.”


From the other end of the plane, Declan thunders, “Take your bloody piss!”


Shaking my head, I say, “I feel sorry for his mother. She should’ve swallowed instead.”


I go into the restroom, the sound of six gangsters’ stunned silence echoing behind me as I close the door.









TWO
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DECLAN


Kidnapping a woman shouldn’t be this aggravating.


Part of me is surprised we even managed to get her onto the plane. From the moment we grabbed her in that parking garage in Manhattan, she’s been an absolute pain in the arse.


Most people—most sane people—do one of three things when subjected to a traumatic experience like kidnapping: they cry, they beg, or they shut down completely, paralyzed by fear. The rare person will fight for his life or try to escape. Few are that brave.


And then there’s this barmy lass.


Chatty, cheerful, and calm, she acts as if she’s starring in a biopic about a beloved historical figure who died at the height of her beauty while saving a group of starving orphans from a burning building or some such noble shite.


Her confidence is unshakable. I’ve never met anyone more completely self-assured.


Or one with so little reason to be.


She teaches yoga, for fuck’s sake. In a tiny mountain lake town. The way she carries herself, you’d think she’s the Queen of England.


How the hell does a twentysomething yoga instructor who barely scraped through college, has never had a long-term boyfriend, and looks like she buys her clothes at a Tinker Bell estate sale get so confident?


I don’t know. I don’t want to know.


I’m curious about her fighting skills, though. She might not remember clobbering Kieran, but I certainly do. In all our years working together, I’ve never seen anyone take him down.


I hate to admit it, but it was impressive.


I know from the background check I ran on her that she didn’t serve in the military and has no formal combat or martial arts training. And there’s no indication in the thousands of selfies on her Instagram page that she knows how to do anything other than eat kale, bend like a pretzel, and strike a pose in good lighting wearing tight, revealing athletic gear.


He was probably distracted by her tits.


Or maybe it was her legs.


Or maybe it was that cocky grin she likes to flash, right before she says something that makes you want to put your hands around her neck and squeeze, if only to get her to stop talking.


The sooner this is over, the better. I’ve known her for all of two hours—half of that while she was unconscious—and I’m ready to shoot myself in the face.


I take out my cell, dial the same number I’ve been dialing since we picked her up, and listen to it ring.


Once again, it goes to voicemail.


And once again, my sense that something is very wrong grows stronger.









THREE
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SLOANE


It comes back to me as I’m sitting on the toilet: I jumped out of a moving vehicle.


No wonder my shoulder is killing me.


I try to piece together the memory, but the images are dark and shifting. There’s a vague recollection of running down a rainy street with Declan in pursuit, another of adopting a fighting stance in the middle of a circle of him and his thug buddies.


Then nothing.


My stomach is still unsettled, but it’s my throbbing skull that really worries me. I hit my head on the cement when Declan dragged me out of the car in the parking garage. I think I might have already lost consciousness before the drug knocked me out.


A head injury, even a small one, can be big trouble.


Bigger trouble even than being kidnapped and taken to see the leader of the Irish mafia.


I finish up, wash my hands, and head back to where Declan’s waiting at the front of the plane. He watches me approach, wearing an expression like he’s suffering from hemorrhoids.


I sit on the sofa I woke up on and fold my legs comfortably underneath me. “Question: why did I jump out of the car?”


Frowning, Declan looks at my folded legs. “You got one look at the handcuffs Kieran was going to put on you and took a flying leap.”


Yes, that would’ve done it. I’m the one who puts the handcuffs on men, not vice versa. “Was that before or after I broke his nose?”


His lashes lift, and now I’m being roasted by a pair of burning blue eyes. His voice is low and tight. “It must be that brain damage that’s making you forget rule number two.”


I think for a moment. “Which was number two?”


“Don’t speak unless you’re spoken to.”


“Oh, right. Sorry. I’m not so good with rules.”


“Or with following orders.”


“I’m not trying to aggravate you on purpose.” I pause. “Okay, maybe I am a little. But you did kidnap me.”


He glances at my legs again. His expression is one of distaste. Offended by his look, I say, “What?”


“Don’t sit like that.”


“Like what?”


He makes a dismissive motion with his hand to indicate my posture. “Like you’re on the ground in kindergarten class waiting for your teacher to start story time.”


“Floor.”


“Excuse me?”


“You mean floor, not ground. Ground is outside. Floor is in.”


His glare is withering, but I don’t wilt. I smile instead.


He says, “Whoever gave you the idea you’re charming was an idiot.”


“Oh, c’mon. Admit it. You’re already a big fan.”


His expression indicates he might throw up. Then he gets mad and snaps, “What kind of woman isn’t afraid of her kidnappers?”


“One who’s spent a lot of time around men in your line of work and knows how you operate.”


“Meaning?”


“Meaning the mafia is more anal than the military when it comes to hierarchy and commands. You already told me you weren’t going to hurt me. Which means when your boss ordered you to nab me and bring me to him for a chat, he also said to make sure I wasn’t harmed on the way. Which means you’ll go to extreme measures to make sure I don’t have anything negative to tell him about the way you treated me during my trip. May I please have a glass of water? My mouth is as dry as a bone.”


We stare at each other for what feels like an hour. He seems to enjoy trying to intimidate me and failing.


Finally, he speaks. Working at the knot in his tie, he says darkly, “That mouth is going to get you into trouble one day, Tinker Bell.”


He whips off his tie and lunges at me.


A startled yelp is all I can manage before he’s on me, pushing me flat to my back and wedging his knee between my legs. We grapple for a moment as I try to get him off me—it’s impossible, this fucker is strong—until he manages to get both my arms over my head. Then there’s a flash of metal and a click, and I’m handcuffed.


And furious.


I shout, “You son of a—”


Declan wraps his tie over my mouth and around my jaw and knots it against the back of my head.


Now I’m gagged.


Breathing hard through my nose, I glare up at him in outrage. It’s of little satisfaction that he’s breathing hard, too.


“That’s better.” Now he’s smiling, the psychopath.


I try to yell Pig! but it comes out muffled. He gets the gist of it, anyway.


Clucking in mock dismay, he says, “Now, now, what kind of language is that for a charming young lady? Didn’t they teach you in finishing school that swearing is unbecoming?”


One more rhetorical question, and I’ll slice off your balls.


He’s sickeningly pleased with himself, the ass. Meanwhile, I’m so mad, I’m almost vibrating.


And he still hasn’t gotten off me.


His forearms are propped on either side of my head. Pelvis to chest, his body rests against mine. He’s warm and heavy, smells faintly of peppermint and something spicy, and I hope that’s a gun in his pants’ pocket, because holy …


Our eyes lock. His smile dies. A flicker of something other than disdain appears in his cold blue eyes.


In one swift motion, he rolls off me and stands.


His shoulders stiff and his back to me, he drags a hand through his thick dark hair and snaps, “I wasn’t ordered not to harm you, so don’t fucking test me.”


His voice is so rough and raspy, it sounds like he’s been swallowing rocks. I’m not sure which one of us is more disoriented.


I sit up. He turns and scowls down at me like he’s Lord Voldemort and I’m Harry Potter.


Why is this man so crabby


I don’t care. I just want to kick him in the shin. No—somewhere more tender.


Before I can shout more muffled curses at him through his necktie, he hauls me up by my wrists, spins me around, backs me up a few steps, then pushes me into the chair he was sitting in. He fastens the lap belt over me, cinching it tightly across my lap. Then he leans down into my face, all muscular and murdery.


He snaps, “You have a choice to make, lass. Either you sit here quietly until the end of the flight, or you continue to test my patience. If you decide to go with option number two, the consequences will be dire.”


I must be psychically telegraphing that I doubt him, because he elaborates.


“I’ll call the boys back here and let them watch while I tear that ridiculous tutu off you and spank your naked ass until it’s red.”


Sweet baby Jesus, I wish I knew Morse code. I would blink this asshole such a terrorist threat with my eyelids that he wouldn’t be able to sleep for the rest of his life.


Whatever he sees in my eyes makes him smile. I hate it that he gets a charge out of infuriating me.


“So, which will it be? One or two?”


He cocks his eyebrow and waits for me to respond. Maintaining eye contact, I lift my bound hands and raise a single finger.


The middle one.


A muscle flexes in his jaw. He exhales slowly through his nose. He grinds his back teeth for a while, because apparently it’s his thing, then he straightens and gazes down at me like I’m a turd on the bottom of his shoe.


When his cell phone rings, he whips it out of his pocket so fast, it’s a blur.


Sounding tense, he orders whoever’s calling, “Talk to me.”


He listens intently, unmoving, his eyes narrowed, his gaze focused on a spot somewhere on the wall above my head. The hand not holding the phone clenches to a fist. Then he closes his eyes and mutters, “Fuck.”


He listens a while longer, then disconnects. He lowers his arm to his side.


Then he stands there with his eyes closed, every muscle in his body tensed. His hand is gripped so hard around the phone, his knuckles are white.


When he finally opens his eyes and looks down at me, his eyes aren’t blue anymore.


They’re black.


I decide this is the wrong time to demonstrate that he should’ve cuffed my hands behind my back, not in front. All I need to do to ungag myself is to reach up and pull the tie out of my mouth and down my jaw.


But he doesn’t seem in the mood for one-upmanship, so I wait.


He turns away abruptly and strides down the aisle toward his crew. He says a few words to them. Whatever his news is, it shocks them. They shift in their seats, muttering to each other and throwing me strange glances. Kieran looks especially unnerved.


I don’t have time to wonder what’s happening, because Declan is striding back to me, his eyes fierce, his jaw like stone.


He sweeps by and disappears into the galley behind the cockpit. In a moment, he reappears, holding a glass of water. He sits opposite me and holds out the glass without a word.


When I take it from him, he leans over and pries the tie out of my mouth, sliding it down my jaw until it drops to my chest and hangs there like a necklace. Or a noose.


Surprised at this reversal, I thank him.


He doesn’t respond. He simply sits and stares at me, his expression dark. One index finger taps a slow, steady beat on the arm of the sofa.


I polish off the glass of water, aware of him watching my every move. Aware of him thinking as he gazes at me. His eyes are speculative. Calculating. Hard.


Whatever that phone call was about, it had something to do with me.


We sit in awkward silence until I’m so self-conscious, I have to force myself not to squirm in my seat.


Finally, he says, “Do you know how to use a gun?”


The question startles me. Judging by his expression, I was expecting him to lunge at me again. “Yes.”


He doesn’t look surprised. “And I assume from the way you handled yourself with Kieran, you know some form of self-defense?”


Where is he going with this? “Yes.”


He mutters, “Good.”


Good? What’s going on here?


When he remains silent, brooding over whatever his call was about, I wiggle my fingers for permission to speak. He sends me a curt nod.


“What’s happened?”


His cold blue gaze on me is steady. “There’s been a change of plans.”


My mouth is dry again, despite the water I drank. “So I’m not going to meet the head of your family?”


Something about the question amuses him, but in a dark way. His chuckle is totally devoid of humor. “You’re meeting with him right now.”


It takes a moment for it to dawn on me. Declan is the new boss of the Irish mafia.


Whoever the old boss was, he’s dead.


And somehow, I’m the cause of it.









FOUR
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SLOANE


It’s raining in Boston when the plane touches down. I don’t know what time it is, but I’m exhausted. Everything aches, including the soles of my feet, which are covered in tiny cuts and bruises.


Wherever I ran in my escape attempt before they finally got me onto the plane, it must’ve been far.


I wish I could recall, but there’s a black hole in my memory. It matches the black holes of Declan’s eyes every time they swing in my direction.


“Let’s go,” he says in a muted tone, reaching down to grasp my arm.


He pulls me to my feet, handling me more gently than before. The gentleness is confusing, considering he has even more reason to hate me now than he did earlier.


Not that he’s confirmed anything, but I’m reading between the lines.


Unlike the gag, my handcuffs remain in place. Declan guides me down the metal airstairs leading to the rain-swept tarmac, his hand wrapped firmly around my biceps. Both of us are getting wet in the cold, steady drizzle. My teeth start to chatter halfway down.


When we reach the bottom, I slip on the last step.


Before I do a face-plant onto the wet asphalt, he catches me and swings me up into his arms, as easily as if I weighed no more than a feather.


Startled, I inhale sharply. I look at him, handsome in profile and very grim, and start to open my mouth.


“Not a word,” he warns, carrying me toward the waiting limo.


He’s furious, of that I’m certain. I’m less certain now, however, that his anger is directed at me. His arms feel less like a cage and more like a kind of protection.


The way his gaze sweeps the area feels protective, too, as if he’s expecting an armed gang to pounce from the shadows. If they are, he seems fully prepared to take them on.


Stavros and I were once caught in a gunfight. Well, technically, Stavros and his minions started a gunfight, and I was caught in it, but I digress. I remember very clearly how panicked he was, how even though he had a weapon and was doing his best to protect me, his hands shook and his voice came out high and he hyperventilated so badly, he almost passed out.


I can’t picture Declan hyperventilating.


I can’t picture him panicking.


I can picture irritating him to death, but that’s a different story.


A uniformed driver opens the back door of the limo as we approach. Two other vehicles wait behind the limo, SUVs that I assume are for the rest of the crew.


Declan sets me on my feet and helps me into the car, sliding across the leather bench seat to sit beside me. The driver slams shut the door and jumps into the front, gunning the engine before peeling out so fast, I gasp.


“Here.”


Declan holds out a hand towel he removed from a compartment near the door. When I take it from him, he says, “Wait.”


He removes a small key from the inside pocket of his suit jacket and uncuffs me. He looks at the glinting circles of metal in his hands, then abruptly throws them against the smoked-glass partition that divides the back of the limo from the driver’s seat. They bounce off and clatter to the floor. His suit jacket follows the cuffs, then he drops his head against the headrest and closes his eyes, muttering in Gaelic.


I sit holding the towel and stare at him, lost. “Are you okay?”


After a moment, he turns his head and peers at me.


“I mean, you just seem … oh, sorry. I forgot I’m not supposed to be talking.”


I busy myself with drying my hair and face, blotting my mascara carefully so I don’t wind up with raccoon eyes. I wipe the rain off my bare legs, too, wondering what I’m going to do for clothes for however long I’m going to be a captive.


All the while, I’m aware of him silently watching me. The air is thick with all the things he wants to say but doesn’t.


We drive. He takes phone calls, one after another, speaking in Gaelic through each one. After maybe a dozen, he hangs up and turns to me.


“Don’t try to run. It’s safer for you with me than anywhere else right now.”


“Trust me, my feet hurt too much to … What do you mean, it’s safer with you?”


“Exactly what I said.”


We gaze at each other as the limo speeds through the night. Wherever we’re going, we’re going there fast. “So all that stuff you threatened me with on the plane—”


He interrupts, “What kinds of guns have you handled?”


When I blink, he growls, “Answer the fucking question, please.”


Please. Astonished, I open my mouth, then close it again. My second attempt is successful. “A .357 Desert Eagle. Glock G19. AK-47.”


His brows lift. He’s surprised by the AK.


“Stavros had rifles lying all over the place. He liked to shoot at fish in the lake.”


“Of course he did. Fucking Russians.” He shakes his head in disgust, then leans down and pulls a small black pistol from a holder around his ankle.


He hands it to me.


“If we’re separated, use it on anyone who approaches you, even if they seem friendly. Even if it’s a little old lady, shoot that bitch between the eyes.”


I stare at him with my mouth hanging open and my eyes wide.


He sends me a mirthless smile. “At last. Silence.”


I can’t form words. This psychotic blue-eyed gangster has rendered me speechless.


When I finally manage to regain control of my tongue, I say, “How do you know I’m not going to shoot you?”


“Are you?”


I consider it. “Maybe.”


“Decide. We don’t have much time.”


“You’re insane, is that it?”


“Believe me, lass, I sometimes wonder.”


Pulling a beefy silver semi-automatic handgun from his waistband at the small of his back, he continues. “Things are going to get bad. We’re going to take fire. The car is armored, but if the tires are compromised, we have about eighty kilometers before they die.”


He stops and looks at me. “That’s roughly fifty miles.”


I see. He doesn’t think I’m brain damaged, he thinks I’m just plain stupid.


“I don’t give a shit about the tires. Rewind to the part about things getting bad and start over. What the hell is going on?”


“I can’t tell you.”


“If you can hand me a loaded gun and tell me to shoot an old lady between the eyes, you can tell me what’s happening. We’re past the honeymoon stage. Besides, I can handle it, no matter how bad it is. Spill.”


I could swear that flash in his eyes is admiration, but it’s probably just an urge to wrap his hands around my neck and choke me.


And not in the good way.


“War is what’s happening, Tinker Bell,” he says ominously. “War and all the bloody business that goes along with it.”


“Oh, swell. You’re being cryptic. I just love an incomprehensible Irishman. They’re my absolute favorite.”


“Careful. You’ll exhaust yourself using your entire vocabulary all at once.”


“Can you tell from my tone how much I want to smash the butt of this gun into your face?”


“Can you tell from my face how much I want to smash the palm of my hand into your butt?”


“That was stupid.”


“Says the girl who jumped from a speeding car.”


“I would’ve jumped from a skyscraper if it meant I wouldn’t have to be near you.”


“If I’d known that, I would’ve taken you straight to the top of the Hancock Tower.”


I roll my eyes. “Just tell me the truth. I swear I won’t burst into tears. The last time that happened was before I’d even gotten my first period.”


He pauses, his gaze assessing. “Tell me how it’s possible that you’re not scared of me, or of this situation, or of anything else as far as I can see, and I’ll tell you what’s happening.”


I give it serious thought for a moment. “Honestly? I’m just badass like that.”


After a short, disbelieving silence, Declan starts to laugh.


It’s a deep, rich, sexy sound, beautifully masculine. I hate myself for liking it. And for noticing what nice white teeth he has. And how strong his jaw is. And is that a dimple in his cheek?


He stops laughing abruptly, looking as disturbed by the unexpected outburst as I am. Guess he wasn’t expecting that, either.


“Got that out of your system?”


Glowering, he says, “Aye.”


“Good. So who’s going to be shooting at us?”


“MS-13.”


More gangsters. I’m in up to my eyeballs. “Because…?”


“They don’t like me.”


I stare at him with my lower lip pinched between my teeth.


He says drily, “Thank you for showing restraint. It must be incredibly difficult.”


“You have no idea.”


“There’s another reason they’re after me.”


When he only sits there gazing at me in inscrutable silence, I prompt, “Anytime you feel like enlightening me, I’m all ears.”


“You.”


Surprised, I blink. “Me?”


“Aye. You.”


“I don’t know any Salvadorans. Of the mobster variety, that is.”


“Did you think your abduction would go over well with your friend Mr. Portnov?”


He means Kage, my bestie’s man, who also happens to be top dog of the Russian mafia.


From what Stavros once told me, MS-13 is the fastest-growing gang in the Boston area. Kage must’ve made some kind of deal with them to try to rescue me as soon as I got off the plane. But how would he know where Declan took me after the parking garage or where we might ultimately be headed?


Or even if I’m dead or alive, for that matter? Declan could’ve slit my throat the moment he nabbed me.


Then it hits me: Natalie doesn’t know if I’m dead or alive, either.


I sit bolt upright on the seat and shout, “Oh my god, she’ll be so worried! Give me your cell phone.”


“I’m not giving you my cell phone.”


“I have to let my girlfriend know I’m alive.”


His pause seems loaded. “Ah.”


“What do you mean, ah?”


“You and your girlfriend.”


“What about us?”


“You’re very … close.”


“Of course we’re close. She’s been my best friend since…” I trail off, frowning at his expression. Then I sigh. “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”


“I’m not judging.”


“Will you shut up already? We’re not lesbians.”


He looks unconvinced. “You did say you couldn’t keep a boyfriend.”


“No, I said I don’t keep boyfriends. You totally missed the emphasis. Boyfriends are like koi fish: a time-consuming and boring hobby. I have no interest in that kind of commitment. Are you getting this?”


“You also seem like you really dislike the opposite sex.”


I smile at him. “Only a deserving few.”


He ignores that. “And there is the matter of the way you handle pressure.”


“What about it?”


“You’re almost as brave as a man.”


“What a coincidence, I was just thinking that about you.”


He exhales a short breath through his nose and shakes his head. He doesn’t know whether to laugh or clobber me. “You’re really something else, lass.”


“I keep telling you, gangster. I’m charming. By the time this is all over, you’ll be head over heels in love with me.”


Blue eyes burning, he opens his mouth to speak, but his words are lost in the sudden, deafening noise of a hailstorm of bullets bombarding the side of the car.
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The first thing Declan does is throw himself on top of me.


It has the immediate effect of knocking all the breath from my lungs and the pistol from my hand. I lie flattened on the bench seat, stunned and wheezing, as Declan lies over me, an Irish gangster blanket weighing approximately ten tons.


“Sean is an excellent driver,” he says calmly, looking toward the closed partition window. “So there’s a chance we can outrun them. But if they’ve blocked off streets—like I would’ve done—they could be intentionally steering us toward a dead end.”


He gazes down at me. “Which wouldn’t be good.”


The limo swerves wildly, fishtailing for a moment before straightening and continuing at breakneck speed. Another volley of gunfire rings out. Bullets pepper the rear window and ricochet off, leaving little round indents surrounded by spiderweb cracks.


Struggling for breath, I say faintly, “I have questions.”


“What a surprise.”


“How did you know they’d be waiting for us? What happened to your boss? What happens if they steer us toward a dead end? And why the hell are you lying on top of me?”


He looks vaguely insulted. “To protect you, of course.”


“You said this car was armored.”


That stumps him for a moment. “Right. Sorry. Instincts.”


He withdraws, sitting up and pulling me along with him. I retrieve my cute little pistol from the floor, stick it into the back waistband of my skirt, and turn to face him on the seat.


“What kind of kidnapper has protective instincts for his kidnappee?”


He snaps, “The stupid kind. I should open the door and throw you to the wolves.”


I inspect his expression. “But you won’t.”


His answer is a dissatisfied grumble. Meanwhile, we’re still speeding, the bullets are still flying, and I’m starting to have a good time.


“Ha! You see? I’m charming you already.”


He closes his eyes and sighs. “Dear god, make it stop.”


“Hold on, back up. What do you mean, ‘throw you to the wolves’? Aren’t these MS-13 guys supposed to be trying to rescue me? You know, from you?”


He scoffs. “If you had any brains, you’d be dangerous.”


“Oh, you think you’re better than them?”


“We’re not even the same species, lass.”


I make a face. “That sounds more than a little racist. You might want to check your prejudice, pal.”


Outraged, he glares at me. Then he thunders, “I’m not talking about their fucking race! I’m talking about what they’d do to you if they got their hands on you, you bloody little gobshite! Them or any other family!” He mutters, “Thick as a plank, y’are.”


His accent gets more pronounced when he’s angry. It’s almost hot.


“You’re not making sense. Why would they ‘do’ anything to me if they’re trying to help me?”


“Help you?” He laughs. “I thought you said you’d spent time with men in my line of work?”


Feeling defensive, I say, “They didn’t raise me from birth. I’ve just dated a few. Okay, one. But yes, I did spend plenty of time with him, and with his buddies, and also some with my girlfriend’s man, so I know the rules.”


His blue eyes glitter in the dim light. “We’re at war, lass. There are no rules. Especially when it comes to the woman who started the whole bloody mess in the first place. If they returned you to New York barely breathing, your Russian boss friend would consider it a solid.”


His tone drops. “No matter how many times you were raped and beaten along the way.”


I know he’s serious, but this is also the man who threatened to rip off my skirt, spank my ass, and let his crew do the same to me—or worse—then turned around and handed me a gun. I’m not so sure his judgement can be trusted.


Besides, Nat would kill Kage if the men he sent to rescue me harmed me instead. He’d be castrated in ten seconds, which I’m sure he knows.


Onward.


“You keep blaming me for starting a war. Why?”


“Because you did.”


“I think I would’ve remembered that.”


“You don’t remember jumping from the car or punching Kieran.”


“I see. So I started this mafia war while under the influence of the drugs you gave me?”


He doesn’t like my tone, which drips sarcasm. I can tell he’s wishing he never took his tie off my mouth.


“I don’t have the time or patience to paint a fucking picture for you.”


“Calm down. You don’t have to curse at me.”


His blistering glare could peel paint from a wall. “I think you’re lying about not having boyfriends. I think you’ve had plenty, and they all committed suicide.”


“And I think it’s scary that people like you are allowed to vote. You never answered my other questions.”


“I’m too busy planning where I’m going to bury your body.”


He’s grinding his molars again. I’m really bad for his dental health. Pity, because those teeth of his are awfully nice.


“Did you have braces when you were young?”


“What the…? Never mind. Jesus. Get down on the floor. If the car stops and I get out, stay inside. And for the love of all that’s holy, be quiet.”


He shoves me down onto the floor and holds me there with his hand wrapped firmly around the back of my neck. I look up at him, marveling that he actually thinks I’m going to obey a single one of those instructions.


How are men in charge of running everything? They’re clueless.


“Hey. Gangster.”


He closes his eyes, makes a growling noise, and tightens his hand on my neck.


“Oh, relax. I just wanted to ask if you think Reverse Stockholm syndrome is already a thing, or if you’re about to invent it?”


“How many times did your parents beg you to run away from home?”


Good one. He’s really getting the hang of this. “After the first few dozen, they got used to the idea that I don’t respond well to demands.”


When he opens his eyes to glare down at me, I smile. “Oh, come on. You’re just mad because you’re usually the one poking the bear.”


He pauses his glaring to be surprised. “How did you know that?”


“I can spot a fellow smartass a mile away. It’s one of my many talents. If you really want to be impressed, you should watch me play Texas Hold’em. I slay.”


Gaze softening, he tilts his head and looks at me. Really looks at me, the way men rarely do, with genuine curiosity.


Most of them never get past my boobs.


But the look is gone in a flash as more bullets pummel the side of the car. It slips sideways, skidding. Then we hit something, hard, and come to a jolting stop. The only reason I don’t smash through the rear window and go flying out like a missile is because Declan is somehow on top of me again, pinning me down with his substantial weight.


When the dust settles, I say breathlessly, “This is getting to be kind of a thing.”


“You’ll be running your mouth in your grave, won’t you, lass?”


“I’m going to be cremated. There won’t be any mouth to run.”


“I’m sure you’ll find a way around it.”


His heartbeat thuds slow and steady against my breastbone. His face is so close, I can count every piece of dark stubble on his lovely square jaw. His peppermint-spice scent fills my nose, one of his big hands is protectively cradling my head, and I become the teeniest bit aware that my kidnapper is, in fact, attractive.


Not just handsome. Attractive. As in, my ovaries are very, very interested in that big pistol he’s packing between his legs.


He was right. I am brain damaged.


He must hear my ovaries fangirling over him, because he turns his head a fraction of an inch and cocks an eyebrow at me.


“What, no smart comeback?”


“Um. No.”


How are my hands clutching his waist? How is one of his thick thighs wedged between my legs? How did the temperature in this car suddenly rise by twenty degrees?


Declan’s gaze drops to my mouth. A smoldering pause ensues. Then, in a husky voice, he says, “I’ll be back in a few minutes. Remember what I said: stay here.”


He rolls off me, throws open one of the doors, slams it shut, and is gone.


“Back?” I shout into the emptiness. “Where the hell are you going?”


As if in answer, gunfire erupts outside.


I flinch when more bullets slam into the windows. Then I let out a little scream when someone jumps onto the roof. Then, aggravated with the flinching and screaming, I sit up, yank the gun out of my waistband, and huddle into the corner of the back seat holding it in both hands, my finger on the trigger.


Outside, World War III is in full swing.


Whoever’s on the roof is thumping and bumping all around, stomping his feet like a bull and roaring like a lion. I wish I could see what’s going on, but between the night, the tinted windows, and the pouring rain, all I see are the blur of swiftly moving figures and the bursts of bright white light when someone fires his gun.


It goes on for what seems like a hundred years before everything falls eerily silent.


When minutes tick by and nothing happens, a sense of dread creeps over me. I’m a sitting duck in here. A bunny rabbit waiting for the wolves to swarm in.


Declan said not to move, but … what if Declan’s dead?


Then I suppose the gentlemen of MS-13 will be my new captors.


Out of the frying pan and into the fire, as it were.


I mutter, “Oh, screw this,” quietly crack open the door, and peek out.


We’re in an industrial area not far from the airport. Overhead, a jumbo jet flies low, headed to a distant runway with a muffled roar. Nearby, a manufacturing plant chugs smoke from tall cement stacks. Lined on either side of the street are large warehouses, their parking lots empty. Several yards behind me, a dozen or so vehicles block the road, muscle cars and motorcycles that must belong to the other gang.


Bodies litter the middle of the street.


Other than the landing jet and the distant sounds of traffic, I hear nothing. No voices. No footsteps. No cries for help.


It’s creepy as hell.


“Going somewhere?”


Startled, I suck in a breath. Peeking around the door, I see Declan there, leaning against the side of the limo, arms folded over his chest. He stares down at me with half-lidded eyes.


I look him up and down. Unfortunately, he doesn’t appear to be bleeding. “You’re alive.”


“You sound disappointed.”


“Almost as disappointed as you were when I woke up on the plane.”


He reaches down and pulls me out of the car. When I’m on my feet, he takes the pistol from my hand, bends to shove it back into the holster around his ankle, then straightens and looks at me.


“I wasn’t disappointed. I was depressed.”


“Gee, thanks. You’re all heart.”


Okay, not all heart. He’s got another organ of substantial size, but I’m not thinking about that.


He leads me across the street with his hand wrapped around my upper arm, towing me along like luggage. When I start to limp, he stops short and looks at me.


“My feet hurt. It’s no big—”


He picks me up again, hoisting me into his arms and continuing along as if he does this every day. Which maybe he does. I have no idea how often this man kidnaps people and carries them across rainy streets forested with dead bodies.


He sets me down next to a black Chevy Camaro, opens the passenger door, and pushes me in. He slams shut the door and trots around to the driver’s side, sliding his big frame into the seat with surprising grace. He starts the car and guns the engine.


“Seat belt.”


“We’re stealing this car?”


“You have a talent for noticing the obvious.”


“Good thing the guy left the keys in the ignition.”


“It wouldn’t have mattered if he didn’t. I know how to hot-wire old cars.”


“A skill you learned in prison, no doubt. Will you let me drive?”


When he cuts me a lethal look, I say, “A guy I knew in college had this awesome red Camaro that he used to let me—”


“Seat belt!”


“There’s no need to shout.”


He leans across me, grabs the seat belt, yanks it down,

   and clicks it into place. Then he grabs the steering wheel and grips it so hard, it’s like he’s wishing it were my neck. We take off, the Camaro’s V-8 engine roaring.


As we’re speeding down the street, two black SUVs round the corner and head toward us.


“Is that your men?”


“Aye.”


“So it was only you and Sean against all those other guys? How is that possible? There were like a dozen of them. You didn’t have enough rounds of ammo in your gun. Unless Sean had a high-capacity magazine in his or something. But still, you’d both have to be really good shots. Or really lucky. And where’d he go, anyway?”


He mutters, “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.”


“I’m trying to pay you a compliment here.”


“No, you’re trying to drive me mad.”


“Okay, fine. I’ll shut up.”


He snorts.


“I’m serious. I’m going to be quiet from now on. But I’m warning you, you won’t like it.”


I find the lever on the side of the seat that lowers it back. Reclining, I try to get comfortable and close my eyes.


The car slows. Declan rolls down his window and shares a few curt words in Gaelic with one of his men from the SUVs. Then we continue on, driving fast but controlled to who knows where.


I try to ignore the pounding in my head. I’m more successful at ignoring my throbbing shoulder and aching feet, but my head is truly painful. I hope it’s the aftereffects of the ketamine and not a concussion, because I seriously doubt Declan would agree to take me to a hospital to get my skull checked out for cracks.


“Feet off the dash.”


I bite my tongue and slide my feet off the dashboard and onto the floor.


“Thank you.”


I don’t respond. I’m sure it’s my imagination that makes me think I can feel him looking at me. Me and my legs.


After a long time, he says quietly, “You were right about something.”


It takes every ounce of willpower at my disposal not to respond.


When I don’t, he exhales a heavy breath. “I’m not going to hurt you. You have my word.”


I resist the urge to sit bolt upright in my seat and shout Ha! and pretend to snore a little instead.


His low chuckle is somehow the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard.


I must fall asleep, because the next thing I know,

   Declan is lowering me from his strong arms onto a bed.
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