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ONE

SEVEN WEEKS EARLIER…

 

“Holy shit, it’s him…”

“Goddamn…it’s the other one…”

“Hell froze? I hadn’t heard…”

“Is it me or is he even bigger than I remember…”

“We need to get gone. You know who that is…”

Fear and respect colored the murmurs that flowed like a cresting wave through the exclusive Manhattan gentlemen’s club where Vasily Tarasov sat staring at the melting ice in his vodka. When he looked up and saw the newcomer commanding the entrance, he felt the tension in his neck and back ease for the first time in twenty-four long, devastating hours.

Gabriel Moretti—currently going by the name Moore—was the youngest son of one of New York’s most notorious crime families. Currently flanked by two men known to inflict maximum damage without breaking a sweat, the trio were the epitome of effortless intimidation. They all owned it, but not quite so comfortably as the formidable Italian causing warmth to blossom in Vasily’s grief-laden chest. Like the others in their inner circle, Gabriel was loved and respected. He was a brother, minus the sharing of parents. Trusted.

Which was why he’d been summoned.

Vasily got to his feet as they approached and, even though he knew it made most of his boys uncomfortable—not fans of open displays of affection—he bestowed a warm embrace and a kiss to each of Gabriel’s cheeks. As they sat, he nodded at the protection who’d gone to join Vasily’s byki—bodyguards—at the bar.

“Good flight?”

“Sure. Never did get to the work I brought with me.”

“Oh?”

A flicker of amusement flashed on Gabriel’s face. It was mild and didn’t last as he explained, casting a fleeting look around, “One of the flight staff was very entertaining.”

Ah. Of course. Easy sex came with good looks and a lot of money. Both of which Gabriel had. Though, it appeared the mellow mood that normally lingered after sex had fled during the drive into the city.

“You’re not happy that I asked you here,” Vasily guessed.

“Not particularly. I touch down at JFK and feel like I should be covered in Kevlar and armed to the teeth. Seattle doesn’t do that to me.”

“No. I’m sure it doesn’t.” Vasily couldn’t remember a time when he wasn’t aware of the invisible target that was front and center on his chest. He raised a hand to signal the waitress for two fresh drinks. “Did you tell the boys you were flying in?”

“I talked to Vincente when I landed.”

Vincente Romani was one of Stefano Moretti’s trusted capos; Gabriel’s estranged brother was the current boss of the family Gabriel had turned his back on five years ago.

“They’re in Brownsville tonight. Recruiting.”

Vasily’s mouth twisted as he pictured the degenerates gathering in some underground location, hoping to get a foot into a family that no longer made any sense. The longer Stefano held power, making one bad decision after another, the more confused Vasily and his associates became.

He and Gabriel leaned back as their drinks were placed in front of them, and even though they were in friendly surroundings, they waited until they were alone again before continuing.

“Why am I here, brother?”

Anxiety and sorrow churned in Vasily’s gut at the blunt question. The sorrow was expected. The anxiety was fucking annoying considering he was Pakhan to one of the most powerful Russian Bratvas on the Eastern Seaboard. Since when did he feel anything other than expectancy when asking for a favor?

“I need you to do something for me.”

A strobe light glanced off the heavy platinum ring on Gabriel’s thumb as he downed half his drink and thunked the glass onto the tabletop. “Huh. And here I thought you were just starved for company.”

Soon, he would be. “I need to know if you’re in or out.”

Curiosity shone in Gabriel’s eyes as he leisurely crossed heavy arms over his parking lot of a chest. “If I’m able, you know damn well I’ll do whatever you need me to.”

Vasily nodded once and picked up his phone. He hit send on an already prepared email. “I’m leaving for Moscow when we’re through here,” he announced as Gabriel palmed his own phone to show he’d received the message he didn’t yet open. “While I’m gone, I need you on someone. You’ll protect her with your life, if necessary.” Christ, he hoped it wouldn’t come to that. “I’ll take over her care again after I wipe out the pieces of shit who killed her mother last night.”

“Whose mother?”

Bracing himself to reveal the precious secret he’d kept for more than twenty years, Vasily gave his answer around a feeling of pride like no other. “My daughter’s.”

Gabriel froze, his leg comically raised midair because he’d been in the process of hooking his ankle on his knee. He slowly lowered his size fourteen Ferragamo and blinked for a minute as if waiting for a punchline.

“Your daughter.”

“Yes.”

“Yours.” The Italian’s tone was heavy with suspicion.

“Yes.”

“You wanna tell me when the hell you had a kid? And how the fuck do we not know about her?”

The kid in question was actually a grown woman. Evangeline was as captivating as her mother, although in looks she was much more Vasily than Kathryn…

Coughing through the agony his love’s name caused as it drifted through his thoughts, he pushed out more words. “No one knows about her. Or they didn’t, until recently.” The reminder that his enemies now knew of Eva’s existence turned his heart to stone. “I filled the boys in earlier, so if for some peculiar reason you’re in need of a hand, they’re now informed.”

Gabriel’s head was bobbing. “Yeah. Okay. Unless you want to see my head explode, you have to start from the beginning. Because I’m in the Twilight Zone. You have a kid.”

The beginning. If only he could go back there, he thought, imagining the charred remains of the woman he’d loved and had created a child with so many years ago now laying in a cold, silent morgue in Seattle. He’d have done so many things differently.

“I’ll get to the details in a minute.” No, he wouldn’t. “First, I want your word that you’ll see this through for me.”

Gabriel waved his hand impatiently. “You have it.” As if it were a stupid request. “Of course you have it. Goddammit, Vasily.” He shook his head. “Out of curiosity, why are you putting me on this? What about Maks or Alek? We both know they’re more than capable. Not to mention here. She is in New York, isn’t she? Who’s taking care of her now? How old is she? Is she even out of diapers? And, again, just out of this raging curiosity that’s kicking my ass, why the hell isn’t she in your life?”

“At any other time, I would trust my nephew with this, but not in the shape he’s been in since Sacha left. Maks? Of course, but I just don’t want him.” The idiot would try to have sex with Eva—who, at twenty-three, was very much out of diapers—and Vasily would have to permanently maim his beloved Avtoritet. Perhaps castrate him. He didn’t want to do either. “Anyone else in our circle will lead the Baikovs right to her. It has to be you.”

“Ah. They’re the threat.” Gabriel’s eyes frosted over at the mention of the bratva responsible for destroying what little happiness Vasily had known. “Alek mentioned you recently shaved them down a few members. I can’t believe they’re still fucking with you.”

The conflict between the Tarasov and Baikov syndicates had been there since Vasily was a child. But this? This cold-blooded murder put things on a whole new level.

And that’s why they were here tonight. Gabriel receiving this assignment came down to one thing. His ability to get the job done, no matter the level of difficulty. He was intelligent. Voracious. Dangerous. He could read a situation in the blink of an eye and react accordingly. Harshly. And that’s what Vasily needed.

Coming in closer, he loosely clasped his tattooed hands on the table in front of him. “They’ll always fuck with me, just as I will now forever fuck with them.” Their eyes locked. “While I’m doing that, I am placing my daughter’s safety in your hands.” As the club’s patrons chatted and drank and laughed around them, a deep understanding was shared between Vasily and this Italian he’d watched grow into the man he was today.

He sat back to break the moment and confirmed, “She is here in New York, attending Columbia, as a matter of fact.”

Gabriel, too, sat back, his stare steady and focused. Annoyed. “Columbia. She’s old enough to be in college. Christ Almighty. How’d you do this? How the fuck did you keep a secret like this for so long? I mean…Maks.”

Vasily chuckled a little. Maksim—another cherished member of his inner circle—and his need to know everything did indeed make it near impossible to hide anything. But keeping Kathryn and Eva’s existence under wraps had been necessary to protect them.

Yet here they were.

He moved on without addressing the whys. “Her name is Eva. She’s twenty-three. She’ll be returning home to Seattle when she finishes school in a few weeks. Luckily, aside from being based in Seattle, you have the freedom and resources to travel back and forth as often as needed until she graduates. You also have Vincente to step in when you can’t be here. I’d appreciate a weekly report detailing her movements. Nothing invasive. Just…keep me updated. She doesn’t have a lot of friends and leads a very simple life, so you won’t be running.”

Gabriel nodded absently as he got to opening the email. His nostrils flared slightly as though he’d drawn in a sharp breath. He brought the phone in for closer inspection, and just that quickly, his expression shut down.

He lifted cold eyes to meet Vasily’s across the table. “Not a lot of friends. This one leads a simple life.” His tone said he didn’t believe it, but he’d see. “Tell me, does my brother and his fucked up vendetta against me figure into this? I’m assuming…since she’s…since she looks like she does that you’ve considered it.”

Of course he’d considered it. “If at some point Stefano gets wind of this and he targets her despite learning she’s my daughter?” Vasily’s blood ran cold. “I don’t have to tell you what the outcome will be. To avoid any possible problems, I’d like to warn him off right out of the gate, but that might draw his attention when he may not take any notice in the first place. With Vincente in so deep, you’ll instruct him to keep his ears and eyes open so you can deal before anything gets anywhere near her. Is that clear?”

The former underboss dropped his attention to the photograph once more, and when he spoke, the beautiful sound of the darkest violence was clear in his voice. “I’ll do everything in my power to make sure no harm comes to your daughter on my watch, brother. You have my word.”

As they shook hands across the table, Vasily took some comfort in knowing he’d just guaranteed his daughter’s safety from anything that dared come at her.


TWO

PRESENT DAY…

 

Eva Jacobs gripped the cardboard box containing random guy-crap that should have been reclaimed from her place last night. She couldn’t say she was surprised Caleb, her best friend’s brother, which made him Eva’s brother by default, hadn’t come by. He was neither materialistic nor sentimental.

Nudging the car’s door shut with her knee, she bent to speak into the open window. “I’ll just be a minute,” she confirmed with her Uber driver again, thinking of her suitcase and carry-on in the trunk.

The man’s nod made his second chin dance. “Then onto to JFK. Got it.”

“’Kay. Be right back.” As she crossed the busy Washington Heights sidewalk, her cell rang. She fished it out of her pocket and entered the apartment building.

“Hey,” she greeted her best friend when the display showed a picture of her and Nika sitting on a Starbucks patio last summer. She pressed the cracked elevator button with the corner of the box.

“I have bad news.”

Nika’s subdued tone had Eva’s smile fading. “You can’t come,” she guessed, shoulders slumping.

“Kevin said he made plans for us and can’t change them. He wouldn’t say what, but apparently whatever we’re doing tomorrow night starts at the same time as the benefit.”

For as long as Eva could remember, her mom had done charity work. Their favorite event had always been the annual Pediatric Cancer Foundation gala being held in Seattle tomorrow night. A few things would be different this year.

One, the event wouldn’t run as smoothly as it had in other years because Kathryn Jacobs wouldn’t be there to oversee things.

Two, instead of the Washington State Convention Center, the function would be held at the Crown Jewel, one of Seattle’s most exclusive hotels.

And three, Eva would be attending alone. Something she’d hoped Nika would help her avoid.

Swallowing the knot that formed in her throat, she stepped into the elevator and forced a lightness to her tone that she wasn’t feeling. “Don’t worry about it. I understand.” She understood that it wasn’t Nika’s fault that her husband had a habit of springing sudden plans on her. But only when those plans conflicted with anything Nika might do that didn’t include Kevin.

And no way Eva was inviting that asshole along.

Eight months on and she still couldn’t bring herself to accept her best friend’s marriage to a weirdo they’d met through Caleb’s club, the Obsidian Devils MC. Fixating on a patched member’s little sister was one thing, managing to get her to marry you in a Vegas quickie was something else entirely. The guy gave Eva the creeps back then, and that hadn’t changed. Even Caleb hated him, and, though discerning, he was usually pretty accepting of all the guys who hung around the clubhouse, members or not.

“I wish I could come.” Nika’s voice rang with regret. “I know how hard it’s going to be for you.”

“Yeah, but I’ll get through it.” Would she? “My mom’s friends won’t mind entertaining me. I’m glad you guys are finally going out,” she forced herself to add. Even though “out” to Kevin probably meant to the garbage chute in the hallway of their apartment building, but whatever.

“Yeah,” Nika murmured with zero enthusiasm. “Are you at the airport?”

“Not yet. I’m at Caleb’s, dropping off some crap he left at my place. He was supposed to pick it up last night but didn’t show.”

“That’s not like him.”

Eva smirked. “Probably lost track of time with one of the girls.” Caleb Paynne was never short of female attention. He was a big, handsome brute, had muscles for miles, and the cut he wore over his broad shoulders put him in the same sought-after category as a minor celebrity.

“Probably. Dick move, though. So what time will you be home?”

“Not until after midnight. Actually, it’ll be after nine your time.” She stepped out of the elevator and made her way down the threadbare hallway, sandals snapping. “I’ll Uber home from SeaTac and hopefully see you tomorrow…?” If Kevin allowed it.

“I’ll come early and help you clean. If I can get away this afternoon, I’ll go over and open the house up. It’s going to be stuffy. Sorry I can’t come to the airport—”

“Nika, don’t worry about it. I know how things are.”

“Yeah.”

Eva rested the box on the handle of Caleb’s door to give her arms a break and frowned at the helplessness coming through the line. She’d met Nika in middle school, and they’d remained close all the way through their time at Seattle Pacific University. Nika had gotten her accounting degree and headed straight into the workforce after grad, but Eva—at her mom’s prodding—had continued her education by coming to New York to attend Columbia. Over the last couple of months, she’d never regretted a decision more.

“Listen, I’ll be home in no time and, even though I know nothing needs fixing, we’ll fix everything right up. Okay?”

“Okay. I’m dying over here without you.”

Her nose instantly stung, her eyes watering. Shit. She couldn’t deal with that tone. It was bad enough she was feeling the same thing herself; stark loneliness. Sure, she was going home, but “home” without her mom was just an empty house that Eva now owned by default.

“Same. But I’ll see you in the morning. ‘Kay?”

“Can’t wait.”

Hanging up, she tucked her phone away and sniffled, thinking the grief counselor she’d forced herself to see at school needed to find a new line of work. So much for the assurance that Eva would snap back after making it through the five steps of grieving.

Step one hadn’t lasted long. The moment she’d seen the burned-out shell of their MINI Cooper, there had been no denying a car accident had taken her mom’s life. Dental records had simply confirmed Kathryn Jacobs had been the only one in the vehicle at the time.

Coming back to New York after the funeral, Eva blew through step two, anger, like a champion, studying for her finals—acing every single one so as not to fail her mom—while raging over the fact that this had happened to them. Okay. To her. It had happened to her, because she was the one left suffering.

She’d swiftly moved on to check the remaining three off the list, bargaining, depression—she was excelling at that one—and acceptance.

This shouldn’t be so difficult for her. She didn’t struggle through shit. She sailed. She succeeded. She worked her ass off, did everything right, and succeeded. The perfect student. Perfect friend. Perfect daughter. She normally excelled at everything she did.

So why couldn’t she master grief?

She shook her head, wondering if the issue was somehow hereditary. Who knew? She couldn’t ask her mom. Certainly couldn’t ask her sperm donor, who’d abandoned them when she was only a couple of months old. The asshole could be dead, too, for all she knew.

And if he wasn’t, would he even care that his daughter was alone in the world now, she wondered again, as she’d done so often lately.

Yet another fruitless way to pass the time in her head.

Snorting, she shoved the rich Russian prick out of her thoughts and got her ass in gear in case the Uber driver gave up on her and left.

Taking out Caleb’s key, she unlocked and entered the apartment she’d spent a lot of time in since Nika’s brother had moved to New York. Just like the last time she’d been there, an array of blackened bike parts and the skeleton of a Harley sat in front of the window. Too bad Caleb wasn’t on the floor working on his latest project. His presence would have made it a little less awkward when she jumped after noticing two men standing by the sink.

Closing the door, she smiled. Caleb had a lot of friends, though these two didn’t look familiar. Only one of them had that biker vibe she’d come to recognize.

“Good morning,” she offered as she put the box on the couch and listened for any sounds that might indicate their host was in his bedroom or the bathroom. “Is Caleb around?”

The suit, who looked to be in his mid-thirties, was handsome in an Italian gangster sort of way with his black hair, olive skin, and dark eyes. The edge of cruelty that entered in his expression as he studied her sent a chill down Eva’s spine.

“You seeing this, Vincente?” he murmured in lieu of answering her question. Or politely returning her greeting.

She glanced at “Vincente” and saw his darker gaze was centered somewhere over her right shoulder. He had sculpted features, long black hair, and hiding a big, hard body was the expected beat-up jeans, leather jacket—no ODMC patch—and heavy boots she’d come to associate with Caleb’s boys. He was good-looking, somewhat familiar, but too killer-for-hire for her taste.

“Where’s Caleb?” she asked again, trying to ignore the suit now giving her that invasive once-over she couldn’t stand. When he lingered a moment too long on her breasts, she hid a shudder and forced her eyes not to roll. So obvious. Without even trying, he’d just made the jeans and black tank she’d thrown on that morning feel indecent.

“What’s your name, bella?”

Clearly he was the higher up of the two. Maybe the long-haired guy didn’t talk. “Eva,” she supplied. “And you are…?”

He came over. Up close his looks were without question good, but there was an emptiness in his eyes that spoke of either loss or madness. And, was it her, or had the other guy moved closer as well?

“Stefano Moretti.” He announced himself with expectation, as if Eva should recognize his name.

She didn’t. “Nice to meet you.”

“The pleasure is mine,” he murmured as he looked into the box she’d brought. “Making a delivery?”

“Uh, yeah. I had some stuff to drop off on my way—” She shouldn’t be volunteering information here. Caleb would kick her ass if he heard her after all the warnings and safety tips he’d drilled into hers and Nika’s heads. “Why are you here, Mr. Moretti?”

“Please, call me Stefano.”

As he moved away, she glanced at the door, wanting to bolt. But she couldn’t. What if they’d hurt Caleb?

The quiet guy, she noted, was standing motionless next to the kitchen counter. Actually, not motionless. He was moving. His face anyway. It softened slightly as he gave her what looked to be an attempted smile that barely curved his lips. The quick wink that followed was odd.

Was he flirting? Did he have something in his eye? Was the wink meant to reassure her that they meant no harm?

Or was he attempting to lull her into a false sense of security before the assault?

Twisting her fingers together to stop the sudden sound of her nails clicking—stupid habit—she tried again, this time turning her question into a demand. “Where is Caleb.”

 “If I had to guess,” Stefano finally offered in a bored voice, “I’d say at the clubhouse. Please, sit for a minute. I won’t keep you long.”

Sweet relief flowed through her. If they knew about the MC and that Caleb spent a good deal of his time at the clubhouse, they must know him pretty well. But she still couldn’t stay.

“No. I mean, no, thanks,” she corrected, striving to be polite now that she suspected he and Caleb were friendly. “I have to get to the airport.” Bending, she kept them in her periphery as she slipped Caleb’s apartment key inside a back issue of American Rider that was tucked in beside the old carburetor in the box. Not that hiding the key was necessary—since they were already in the apartment. “With the way security is these days, I’m cutting it close as it is.”

“Taking a vacation?” Stefano inquired when she straightened, making her realize she’d fucked up and volunteered information after all.

“No.”

His lip twitched at her one-word response. “Running?”

She couldn’t swallow her sound of surprise. “Running. From what?”

He shrugged. “Maybe you have something to run to. Or someone. A lover, perhaps?  It’s all right,” he said when she blanched. “We’re all adults here. You can speak freely.”

If she spoke freely, she’d tell him to fuck off, so she kept her mouth firmly closed. And as if she’d casually blab to them about her personal life. More laughable was the idea that she’d ever run to any man. Pfft. After witnessing what love had done to her mom, seeing the misery that had forever lingered in the back of her eyes, Eva had vowed long ago to steer clear, thanks very much.

“I have to go,” she stated coolly, at the same time heading for the door. She kept them both in her periphery as she left with a muttered, “Have a good one.”

Stefano Moretti’s dark eyes watched her until the very last second, his parting words slithering through the crack of the closing door. “See you soon, Eva Jacobs.”

Not if she could help it. Rushing toward the stairs—screw waiting for the elevator—she winced at the racket her sandals made as she traveled the gloomy stairwell—

She nearly missed a step when Stefano’s goodbye registered.

He’d called her Eva Jacobs. He’d used her full name. One she hadn’t supplied!

With the hair on her arms standing straight up, she pulled her phone out and called Caleb.

“Hey, Priss. Didn’t expect to hear from you until—”

“Are you aware there are two men in your apartment?” She didn’t bother protesting the nickname he’d been using since she was thirteen that labeled her a Prissy Princess.

“What. Who? How the fuck do you know that?”

“I just left them.”

“What? Are you okay?”

Not really. “I’m fine, just confused and a little freaked. I came by to drop your things off on my way to the airport and there they were. The one who asked all the questions said his name was Stefano Moretti.” She’d made it down the four flights to the main floor and paused, attempting a smile, as an older woman with a yipping poodle passed her in the foyer. “I can’t remember the other guy’s name. Huge, long black hair. Scary as hell.”

As she pushed out into the sweltering summer heat and dodged the foot traffic to reach her Uber, the silence in her ear stretched out. Not a good sign. Having settled into the role of protector early on—his and Nika’s parents had both been taken from them by cancer before Nika had turned eighteen—Caleb’s brotherly, hurt-the-girl-and-you’ll-bleed wing had extended to include Eva. The security he offered had always been a comfort. Even if it had made dating in high school a total nightmare.

“Caleb? Are you still there?”

“Yeah,” he growled in his rumbly voice. “I’m here. You should’ve just dumped that shit.”

Yanking open the car door, she fell onto a seat with zero springs and nodded for the driver to go. “I would have, but I had your apartment key, so I figured I’d drop everything off since I had some time to spare. I thought you’d be home.” Goosebumps popped up on her arms and she lowered her voice to a near whisper. “That guy, Stefano, he knew me, Caleb. He asked my name and I told him Eva, but when I was leaving, he said, ‘See you soon, Eva Jacobs.’ I didn’t mention my last name.”

An impatient groan sounded. “Aw, for fuck’s sake, Priss. How many times have I told you not to give out your real goddamn name? You didn’t know these fuckin’ guys—”

“Well, they knew me,” she cut him off again. “Which means they’d have known I was lying anyway, so it doesn’t really matter.”

“Yes, it does, Leila,” he insisted, using the stripper name he’d chosen as her alias if she ever needed one. “You should have done as I told—”

“Listen.” If she let him, he’d lecture her right through her boarding time. “Do you know Stefano Moretti?”

There was a tense pause. “Yeah. He heads a big organized crime family. Anyone who hangs out in our world knows the name. Never met him personally, but he’s been to the clubhouse. Maybe he saw you there or something.”

She frowned at the weak suggestion, not buying it. “Why was he in your apartment?”

“I don’t know. I gotta make some calls and get back to you on that. Get your ass to the airport and get on your plane. Go home. You’ll be good there.”

Her mouth dropped open. “What does that mean? Should I be worried?”

“Not unless you crossed him in some way or owe him money,” the dummy answered distractedly. “Fuck. I don’t know. Maybe, fuck, I don’t know, Priss,” he repeated, “Could be he spotted you around my building and wanted to check you out.”

Okay. That wasn’t comforting. “So he broke into your apartment and waited on the off chance that I’d show up this morning? Come on.” She dropped her head to the back of the seat and stared at the stained ceiling as a city bus roared by.

“Let me see what I can find out. Give Nik a hug for me.”

She sighed. “Okay. Be careful.”

“Uh-huh.” He hung up.

Eva tucked her phone away, and for the first time in weeks looked forward to leaving New York.

 

† † †

 

Sitting at his desk, Gabriel Moretti lifted his gaze from his laptop screen to stare out his office window. Cloudy skies over a choppy Puget Sound went unseen as Vasily’s voice once again echoed through his head.

I want your word that you’ll see this through for me.

And then his own.

You have it.

That motherfucking affirmative had been a no-brainer. No way could he have refused his friend and mentor’s request.

A daughter.

Vasily’s daughter.

Her captivating image drifted through his mind and his body reacted. He was screwed. Had been from the moment he’d looked at that fucking photograph of her. And it had only gotten worse since he’d seen her in the flesh.

He tipped his head to the side and cracked his neck before settling deeper into his chair. Following his meeting with Vasily, he’d spent a miserable few days watching Eva Jacobs attempt to cope with the staggering loss of her mother. She’d been destroyed at the funeral. But upon returning to New York, he’d glimpsed the Tarasov in her when she’d moved beyond the loss to finish out the semester at Columbia.

Now, she was on her way home.

And Gabriel had to get a grip on this. Had she been anyone else, he’d have long ago approached her and scratched the itch.

But she wasn’t anyone else.

Tossing his pen onto the cluttered desktop, he leaned forward to scrub a weary hand down his face, reminding himself that he couldn’t break number two on the metaphoric list of rules they all abided by. Sisters, cousins, even good family friends…off-limits. Especially when it came to a goddamn daughter. Disregarding the tenet would obliterate the rare, absolute trust between him and Vasily, and the fallout would no doubt extend to the boys, too.

Straightening with a jerk, he pulled back up to his desk. He had work to do. This daily merry-go-round head-fuck wasn’t going anywhere. It’d be back tomorrow. Probably later today, he thought, as he once again read the e-mail he’d been mulling over earlier.

Along with Ms. Jacobs’s, I’ve attached three other resumes. Let me know who you choose. Natalie

He grunted. Since the position had been created especially for his charge, there was no choice to make. Ms. Jacobs it was. As TarMor’s very own associate business manager, whom he’d get to see every day. Up close and personal. Finally get to speak with, every fucking day. Maybe even touch on occasion. Just a casual brushing of their fingers as she handed him a contract to sign. Or maybe her mouthwatering body would sweep against his as he held a door open for her. And she’d smile…

As he backed her up against the nearest wall, peeled away the sexy suit she’d no doubt be wearing, and did every single dirty thing he’d been dreaming of doing to her for the past seven weeks.

A knock sounded before his office door opened to show Jakson Trisko, the left brain of Gabriel’s security team, blocking the view out into the reception area and long hallway.

Over six feet of ex-military badass, Jak had reconnected on his return to the States from his decade-long stint overseas. He’d gone to high school with Gabriel and the boys in Queens. They’d been tight back then and were even tighter now. 

“Alek is heading this way.” The light from the window glanced off the scar that started at the top of Jak’s right ear and went in a straight line to the corner of his mouth. No corrective surgery for their soldier. Fuckin’ guy looked like he’d been slashed in a brawl and had only enough time to glue the sides of his cheek back together before heading into the fray again. And with Jak, that was a distinct possibility.

“Really.” Just the man Gabriel wanted to see.

“You good for company?”

“I’m good.”

Gabriel’s friend/brother/business partner—and Eva’s cousin, since Vasily and Alek’s late father were brothers—shoved past Jak, landing a solid elbow to the guy’s ribs before striding across the office and dropping his lean frame into one of the black leather chairs that sat in front of Gabriel’s desk. Alek’s bearing was all about lazy relaxation. A careless ease.

It was a lie. He was lethal.

As Jak closed the door, Alek’s icy-blue eyes scanned the bookshelves that covered most of the available wall space in the office. His face held little expression, as was the norm lately. His enjoyment of life had hit the bricks when his love life had fallen apart last year, but at least he’d started trying again.

“You sent more stuff to the house,” Alek said as he plowed a hand through his disheveled dark-blond hair to push it off his forehead just so it could fall back like it always did. 

Gabriel followed his gaze to the barren shelves. “Figured I might as well start.” He’d been in Seattle five years and it still wasn’t home. The house he shared with Alek, Maksim, and Vincente in Old Westbury, a village on the North Shore of Long island, was.

“The library is already full. Don’t know where we’re going to put anything else. Guess you’ll have to do the same shelving in the Manhattan office.”

Gabriel nodded and extended his legs, relaxing back in his chair. “I thought you were heading back to New York today.” He tapped the heavy ring he wore on his right thumb against the knuckles of his left hand in a steady rhythm, which stopped when Alek sat forward, his mouth firming into that grim I-got-some-bad-news line. After so many years held captive in a life where that look usually meant something had gone wrong, one was wise to dread seeing it.

“Stefano dropped in at the biker’s place this morning.”

Okay.

Not what he was expecting.

The biker was Caleb Paynne, a member of the Obsidian Devils MC, the infamous motorcycle club known throughout the world with chapters in every major city in every major country. When Gabriel had learned there was a connection between Paynne and Eva—through the biker’s sister—he’d taken advantage and arranged for Paynne to transfer charters so he could keep a close eye on Gabriel’s charge in a way a perfect stranger never could without throwing up a field of red flags. The move had been made easier by Gabriel’s solid relationship with the Manhattan charter’s President, who Caleb also knew well. Only problem? Gabriel didn’t think much of the close relationship Eva shared with the fuckin’ biker. Too bad he hadn’t known Alesio, Gabriel’s little cousin, would chum up to Eva at school, he could have avoided using Paynne altogether.

Not that it mattered now. She’d graduated and was returning to Seattle.

Today.

He glanced down at the Breitling on his wrist and frowned, not happy to note she hadn’t even left New York yet. “And?” he said as Alek’s announcement hung in the air between them.

“Eva stopped by on her way to the airport.”

A chill swept through him around the roots of jealousy digging deeper into his chest.

“Stefano was still there. Waiting for her.”

No outward reaction came, but deep down, oh, deep down a mighty hurricane of holy fuck ripped through Gabriel.

His brother. In the same room with Eva.

God…damn.

“She okay?” She’d better be okay. Otherwise the world was going to see a bloodbath of epic proportions within the organized crime world. If anything had happened to Vasily’s daughter, within days the Moretti family would begin to fall. The Tarasovs and their Russian counterparts would move in and clean house. Just like, Gabriel suspected, they were currently doing with the Baikov organization.

“She’s fine,” Alek confirmed. “At JFK waiting for her flight as we speak.”

Relief speared the base of Gabriel’s skull and spread throughout his body. “Did you ask Vincente if they’re looking for some extra muscle? Maybe Paynne was the go-between.”

Alek shook his head. “Your family currently has nothing going with the bikers. Not since that weapons deal they did last New Year’s Eve.”

“So the visit had nothing to do with Paynne. Or the bikers. Or business. Everything to do with her.” His worst fear confirmed: Tasked with keeping her safe from the Russian mob, he’d turned around and served her up to the Italian one instead. This was not happening.

“Exactly. Vincente said he couldn’t interfere in the meet without it looking suspicious, but she was totally safe. Didn’t turn his back for a second. Said she left after telling them she was heading to the airport.” He raised a hand before Gabriel could curse. “Made no specific mention of Seattle, but Stefano seemed to get this was where she was heading. Asked about a lover. Start to finish, it lasted less than ten minutes.” Alek sat back in his chair. “Guess the question is, how does he know about her?”

Gabriel answered it. “He still has eyes on me.” Staring blindly at an article written in the Seattle Times about a large function being held at the Crown Jewel tomorrow night, he ignored the urge to hammer his fist on the top of his desk. Disgust at his carelessness attempted to rise up, but he slapped it away. It returned to press home the fact that if he hadn’t been so distracted by a killer body and a flawless face, he’d have paid more attention to the things going on around them. And if he’d paid more attention to what was going on around them, he’d have nailed the peeping fuck—whoever he was—and cut off the reports making their way back to New York. “Does V have a lead on where Stefano is getting his information?”

“He said they were seeing a private investigator today that he thinks might be our guy.” Alek’s tone was hopeful. “And I agree. Stefano’s visit today was about recon. He was fishing. If he was already convinced you were sleeping with her, he’d have played it smarter and not brought Vincente with him, my cousin would be dead, and Paynne would be tagged as the murderer.”

Harsh, but all true. Stefano had gotten close enough today to kill Eva in the same violent and sadistic way he’d taken the lives of at least three other women Gabriel had slept with. To the public, the murders had seemed like random killings, three more unsolved crimes for the Seattle PD, as was the way in their world. He and Stefano kept their business their business, but the photographs his brother had sent Gabriel had let him know who was responsible. And who would be responsible for the next killings, because the calculating lunatic wasn’t going to stop until he’d followed through on the threat he’d made the last time he and Gabriel had spoken five years ago.

The day I hear you’ve found the woman you want to spend the rest of your life with…I’ll be there to take her away from you. The same way you took Adrianna from me.

Never would Gabriel forget looking across that dark warehouse at the raw hatred on his brother’s face. Guilt was a nasty companion he’d lived with ever since. Because, inadvertently or not, he was responsible for the explosion that had killed Stefano’s woman.

Gabriel had left New York, and the life, that same night and hadn’t looked back. Truth be told, he found no fault in his brother’s thinking. Sure, he hated the years-long vendetta—not that he and Stefano had ever been close. And, of course, the looking over his shoulder and the casualties were all one large, unnecessary pain in his ass. But he respected it. Understood it. Would probably do something similar if the tables were turned.

But.

Stefano’s vindictive nature was once again reaching out to wrap around others. Involving innocents in something that should never have extended beyond the key players: Gabriel and his brother. Eva Jacobs should not be in the equation, and knowing she was being pulled in made it clear the vendetta could no longer be ignored.

Stefano coming into contact with her today hadn’t just crossed a line; the meet-and-greet had obliterated it. And Gabriel couldn’t let it happen again.

 


THREE

Having refused a seat, Stefano Moretti stood in front of a messy desk and opened one of the folders he’d just received. The thing smelled like French fries.

No one would say Ian Preston was the most glamorous private investigator in Queens, but his work was unparalleled.

“Them’s the pics and info on the other one you wanted to know about,” Ian wheezed through his flabby throat. “Wasn’t easy to get. The husband keeps her locked up real tight.”

As he should, Stefano thought absently while scanning the top page in front of him, which was a short bio. Flipping it over, he took a moment to appreciate a striking redhead with ivory skin and green eyes.

It had been his underboss who’d suggested putting Preston onto gathering information on Caleb Paynne. And Furio been right. Dangling a threat over the biker’s little sister would keep a lid on any hurt feelings Paynne might have regarding today’s B and E. And she might come in handy if Stefano was in need of information only the biker could give him. Always smart to have insurance.

Closing the file, he moved onto the other one, focusing his attention on a photo of Eva Jacobs crossing the street in Morningside Heights, her dark hair flowing over her shoulders and down her slender back.

She was stunning.

“That’s who you and Romani had to see before you picked me up?” Furio Abella hovered over Stefano’s shoulder, never far away.

“Gabe sure knows how to pick them.” He hated to compliment his brother but couldn’t fault the guy’s choice in women. Even though something was off with this one.

It had taken a while to notice the common theme in the many photos the PI had taken of Gabriel in the last few weeks. But once Preston identified the unifying thread and brought it to Stefano’s attention, he’d seen for himself that Eva Jacobs had been somewhere in the background of too many shots for it to be a coincidence. Way too many. But the strange part was, the two of them were always in the same area, but never together.

And even stranger?

Gabriel’s eyes were glued…Eva Jacobs’s were not. In fact, it was as if she didn’t know he was there at all.

Very interesting. For his self-banished brother to break his own golden rule by repeatedly coming back to New York just to trail behind a woman as she went about her business? Never speaking to her, never in any contact whatsoever?

What were they missing?

“Still no connection?” he asked Preston.

“Nothin’. But I’m workin’ on it,” came the quick promise.

Nodding, Stefano tucked the folders under his arm. “Work harder. You should already be on a flight to Seattle.”

As he left the stuffy office, Furio fell into step beside him. “I don’t think we should wait,” his underboss said, volunteering his opinion as freely as he always did. Stefano didn’t mind. Saved him from having to solve all of their problems himself.

“Preston’s close.” As they headed down the narrow staircase, he tried to speak and hold his breath at the same time so he wouldn’t inhale the heavy odor of poverty. “We’ll give him a day or two once he reaches Seattle—”

“Why the extra time?” Furio interrupted impatiently.

After a brief pause, Stefano relented. “Fine. Who do we have that’s dispensable?” Because if he knew his brother, whoever they sent to the West Coast likely wouldn’t return.

“Skars just got out.”

When they reached the street, Furio exited the building first, crossing the sidewalk to open the door to the Navigator. Once Stefano climbed into the back, his underboss shut the door and joined Vincente, who was at the wheel in front.

Stefano resumed their conversation. “Send Skars to Seattle. Tell him to give her a message to stay away from Gabriel. And make sure he understands that he isn’t to touch her. That’ll come later.”

 

† † †

 

As the lights from the airport terminal faded, Eva gave another Uber driver her Mercer Island address and tried to calm her rolling stomach. She hadn’t been home since her mom’s funeral. What would it be like rattling around their empty house? Being reminded every day that the only family she’d ever had was gone.

She’d keep busy, she reminded herself around a yawn. Get a job right away so she wouldn’t be home that often. Shouldn’t be too hard now that she had her MBA.

She looked out the window, thinking how hollow that accomplishment seemed now when at one time it had been so important to them. She hadn’t even attended her graduation ceremony. She’d thought about it, wondered if someday she’d regret not going, but in the end, she hadn’t wanted to cross the stage, her classmates looking out into the proud faces of their loved ones, while she searched in vain for the one face she wanted to see. Caleb would have been there, of course, but her mom wouldn’t have.

Straightening in her seat, she shoved away her melancholy thoughts and tried to find something positive kicking around in her head.

Maybe she wouldn’t have to search for a job. She had, after all, interviewed for that position at TarMor Inc. Perhaps she’d get a call back.

She bit her lip. And then? If she got that job, she’d what, sell the house she’d grown up in and walk away from her life in Seattle as if none of it mattered? It was bad enough she’d sold her mom’s dress shop, which she’d only done when Kathryn’s lawyer had called to tell Eva someone had shown an interest.

But their house?

And what about Nika?

She rubbed at her brow with the tips of her fingers. If she got the job, she could always think of it as a temporary position. It wasn’t what she was looking for anyway. The only reason she’d applied was because the headhunter who’d interviewed members from her graduating class had pushed her into “seriously considering” his lead on the “wonderful learning experience” at TarMor, a “most sought-after placement” in one of the “fastest growing building contractors in the US.” When Eva had balked at the title of associate business manager, seeing herself doing nothing more than grunt work for someone with a secure place on the board, the headhunter had encouraged her to see it more as a stepping-stone. In what other position could she get such an overview of the workings of such a large company? There was also room for quick growth. If she proved herself, the company had guaranteed a promotion to manager after her first year of employment, which was more in line with her credentials. And to have the chance to actually shadow a CEO—even if his name did cause her teeth to grind a little. Alekzander Tarasov. Ugh. Could it get anymore Russian?

Aside from his heritage, shadowing him had been the one selling point that wasn’t part of any other job she or her classmates had heard of.

She really couldn’t afford not to at least consider the opportunity. Even if by accepting the job, she’d have to return to New York because that was where Mr. Tarasov was relocating within the month.

As she leaned her head on the window while the cab crossed the Lacey V. Murrow Memorial Bridge from Seattle onto Mercer island, perks and drawbacks continued to drift through her mind. Two stood out. One was frivolous, the other, not so much.

The first was a silly perk that involved some eye-candy she’d seen in the lobby after finishing up with the chief human resources officer the day of her interview. Beyond tall, dark, and handsome, Eva had thought about the man much too often since. She’d even gone so far as to wonder if the company had planted him, knowing four of the candidates competing for the job were women.

The second was the possible drawback that had occupied her mind during much of her flight home. The interaction she’d had today with a known organized crime figure. Stefano Moretti had known her by name. And he’d seemed damn sure they’d meet again. Why?

“This it?”

Eva’s head came up at the driver’s query, and she looked out to see they’d stopped in front of her house.

With her heart lodged in her throat, she got out and waited while the woman popped the trunk and placed Eva’s bags on the driveway. She continued to dawdle as the driver got back into her car and drove away, watching until the vehicle disappeared up the street.

Okay. She could do this.

Taking a deep breath, ultra-conscious of the silence of the night—no traffic, sirens, drunken conversations—she picked up her things and used the glow from the streetlight to make her way up the front walk. Shoving her key into the lock, she swung the door wide and paused to turn off the beeping alarm before hitting the switch to illuminate the entrance. She squinted in the sudden brightness as she dropped her luggage at the foot of the stairs…

Tears burned behind her lids as the familiar, if stuffy, smell of home hit her. “Mom,” she whispered, blinking hard, half expecting to see a beautiful blonde head pop out from the kitchen.

“Hey, boo-boo!” her mom would say with a welcoming smile that adored from any distance. “Come tell me about your day. Coffee’s on.”

Treasuring the memory, Eva backstepped, hovering just outside the door where she gulped in some fresh air. Too bad Nika hadn’t made it over to air the place out, she thought as she took the brunt of her grief amid the loneliness she now lived with. She turned, her blurry gaze skimming over the front yard…

She stilled as a coming-to-be-familiar sensation tickled her nape. Like she was being watched. She’d felt it in New York, so often lately, and even on the flight back to Seattle. It wasn’t as disturbing as it should be, considering what had happened that morning, but brought with it an odd sense of peace.

Maybe it was her mom’s spirit—

Eva jumped when she felt a vibration against her left buttock. Blowing out an annoyed breath, she took her phone out to see a text from Caleb. As she read, she flicked the volume button back on.

You home?

Yeah. Just got here.

You okay?

Her lip curved, her heart warming as she typed in a lie. Yup. Did you learn anything about this morning?

She waited almost a minute, staring at the bubble that signified he was responding.

Still working on it. Ttyl

Sending a kissy-face emoji, she tucked her phone away.

Before she could fall back into the pit, a light breeze whispered against her face. The scent of rain and grass mingled with what came from the house, watering down the emotion it evoked.

“I know we didn’t go for the ghosty shit, mom,” she murmured, smiling a little because Kathryn Jacobs, a literal genius, hadn’t been one to believe in anything that hadn’t been studied to death. “But I’ll take you anyway I can get you.”

As night shadows stretched over what would be a brilliant green lawn come morning, hiding the sword ferns and other foliage surrounding the yard, a dog barking in the distance, the sound more a let-me-in-I’m-done-peeing than someone’s-in-the-yard, Eva had to admit being home wasn’t so bad after all.

 

† † †

 

Gabriel watched Eva linger in the entrance to her house, her lips curving in a private smile.

Gorgeous.

Who was she texting? Paynne? Her friend Nika? Which one had caused her expression to soften like it had? Hopefully Nika, he thought with a scowl.

“She kept her earbuds in and ignored the guy the entire flight.”

His scowl deepened as he looked sidelong at the right brain of his security team, Quan Mao. He’d hired the skilled Asian American when Quan had first landed in Seattle a little more than four years ago. He’d come from an Asian unit in New York that had turned sour, and he’d proven himself more loyal and trustworthy than even some of the boys Gabriel had known for twenty years back home.

They’d met up tonight at SeaTac. Quan had been with Eva from the minute she’d arrived at JFK, joined her on the plane—without her knowledge, of course—and had just finished telling Gabriel about some frat boy who’d sat next to her and tried to strike up a conversation a few times. He’d swear the information was only being shared to poke the bear.

But then, his boys weren’t aware he was lusting after his charge, so maybe not.

“He wasn’t a threat?”

“No.”

“Then why am I hearing about it?” he snapped while noting Eva’s gaze was focused on the large weeping willow a few hundred yards from her driveway. His Escalade was parked in its shadows. He tensed, even though there was no way she could see them under the cover of the dewy branches and lightless night.

“Just keeping you informed.”

There was an odd note in Quan’s dry statement that Gabriel didn’t want to examine. Fuckin’ guy was too observant for his own good, he thought as he absently measured the length of Eva’s legs. Looong. And, man, her waist was tiny. That goddamn hair. He wanted to wrap the shiny mass around his wrist and use it as leverage to pull her back onto his aching—

Shutting that shit down, he silently cursed and forced his gaze away to scan the area, even though Quan would be on it. Gripping the steering wheel as Eva finally turned and disappeared into the house—thank fuck—he confirmed, “Nick gave the all clear?”

Nick Delvecio, Eva’s neighbor, had been planted in the house on the right by Vasily himself. The retired enforcer had been with the Moretti family for more than twenty years before being relocated here.

Quan nodded. “He slipped out the back door when she was dropped off.”

Satisfied with that, Gabriel settled in. He’d stay for just a little while, even though there were already eyes on the house.

He had to move forward with the job thing, he thought after a few minutes of silence. Get her installed in his office as soon as he could. Because with Stefano now onto her, she needed to be as close as Gabriel could get her. To protect her as only he knew how.

A rush of heat rippled over his skin as his mind fast-forwarded to tomorrow evening.

Ready or not, the time had come for him and his charge to meet.

 


FOUR

Praying she wasn’t about to be bombarded with belated condolences, Eva walked beneath the enormous canopy sheltering the entrance of the Crown Jewel from the steady drizzle and passed through a set of self-propelled revolving doors. The lobby she entered displayed the kind of luxury that for some reason always made her think of her father. Forty-foot ceilings, crystal chandeliers, exotic plants three times her size, Zen music piped in to encourage peaceful feelings.

Was this the type of place he frequented? Was he into real estate? Financing? Hedge funds? It was pretty pathetic that she didn’t even know how he’d made his wealth. Even worse, he could walk by her right now and she wouldn’t have a clue he was the man who’d broken her mother’s heart by leaving her on her own to raise a baby at nineteen.

Maybe she was lucky she didn’t have someone like that in her life, she thought, not for the first time. Could be he’d done them a favor by leaving.

Lifting her chin, she moved across the beautifully patterned marble floor, bypassing posh, cozy groupings of chairs and love seats and sparkling glass-topped tables graced with heavy crystal vases overflowing with an exotic array of flowers.

The soft gurgle of a massive aquarium beckoned her to the far side of the lobby. She paused there a moment to watch the graceful movements of two bright-blue fish playing tag through the seaweed.

It’s Caleb, honey. Read up.

Frowning at the faint sound of Caleb’s voice, Eva chuckled as she brought her clutch purse up and opened it to take out her phone. Okay. Apparently, the last time they’d been together, the dork had recorded a personalized ringtone.

Still nothing on SM. Gotta tread carefully on this one

Like she wasn’t aware of that. K. Just arrived at the gala. Funny tone btw

Thought you’d like it. Nik with you?

No

That fucker

Because she knew he was referring to Kevin, she agreed. I know :(

Later

She put her phone away, glad she’d at least been able to spend the better part of the day with Nika, dusting and airing out the house. With Eva having shared an apartment with three other girls in New York, there hadn’t been much to unpack, so once they were through, they’d sat on the back deck, an open jar of olives between them, catching up.

That was when Eva had noticed the sparkle that used to light her friend’s eyes was now only a dim ember. Between the two of them, Nika had always been the instigator, the daring, playful one, the let’s-just-try-it one who’d dragged the more conservative Eva along for the ride. Not in an irresponsible way, but just…fun.

Now her friend was different. Checked. Guarded, even with Eva, who planned on getting to the bottom of it because the transformation had come about only after Kevin had entered the picture.

Leaving the aquarium behind, Eva made her way to the rear of the hotel. When she spied a restroom, she quickly ducked in to check that the humidity and drizzle hadn’t done any lasting damage. Her reflection in the too-bright fluorescents showed the navy silk she’d chosen to wear was still wrinkle-free even after the car-ride. Floor-length, the elegant creation hung straight down from crystal-crusted straps and had a midthigh split up the left side that showed off her silver heels. Those beauties boosted her height to just above six feet, and tonight, already knowing she’d be a head above many of the guests, she didn’t mind that at all. It made her feel good for a change. Less like the weaker sex.

“Are you here for the benefit?” the waiting attendant asked as Eva turned to leave.

“Yes, I am.”

She pointed to a secondary exit being used by two ladies who were dressed as formally as Eva. “That door’s closer to the ballroom.”

“Thank you.”

Seconds later, Eva was staring out over a room filled with scores of beautifully decorated tables, the chairs so closely packed together they nearly touched. Thank God it was just cocktails and hors d’oeuvres and not one of those long, drawn-out, sit-down dinners. Small talk was stressful enough under the best of circumstances, much less at her first social outing since her mother’s death, with people who’d known them both for years.

“Champagne?”

A cute, ginger-haired waiter stood next to her, smiling as he held out the full tray he carried.

“Thank you.” She accepted one and sipped from the crystal flute, instantly wrinkling her nose at the bubbles that popped into her eyes.

As a string quartet played on a raised dais in front of the large windows, Eva used her height to her advantage, surreptitiously scanning the affluent crowd in search of—

Him.

A shot of adrenaline streamed into her veins. She held herself still, breathing through the jolt as her plan to find her mom’s friends faded from her mind. Her pulse rocketed when her eyes met and locked with the eye-candy she’d seen last week after her TarMor interview.

The muscles in her lower belly quivered as the man once again stared at her with the same intensity she remembered from before. He had tousled black hair, cut tight in the back but left a little longer in the front. His jaw and cheekbones were hard and angular, and that tuxedo-clad body was all wide shoulders tapering to a firm waist and long legs. Somewhere in his mid-thirties, the guy was per-freaking-fection, complete with an engage-at-your-own-risk aura that was as seductive as it was unnerving.

What was he doing here, on the other side of the country? And was he looking at her like that because he remembered her? Or did he look at all women like that?

Her breath caught when he came forward, offering her a gracious, almost old-fashioned nod. “Evening.”

His voice was smooth and deeeeep, and close up she was able to see his eyes were a lush mossy green. She blinked when the corner of his lips edged up. He didn’t smile. But his expression warmed slightly. As if he’d relaxed a little.

Even though she still hadn’t responded to his greeting.

Nice.

She cleared her throat. “Good evening.”

He glanced around. “Your date is either a confident man or a foolish one, leaving you unattended.”

She swallowed a lame, flattered giggle that should be reserved for high school freshmen and sent her gaze on a quick spin around before bringing it back to where it wanted to be. On him. “My date couldn’t make it.” Her pulse fluttered as his eyes went flat.

“Really. He’s foolish then.”

“She. And, no, she’s actually really intelligent.”

He raised a questioning brow. “She?”

“My best friend. She and her husband had plans, which prevented her from being my date tonight.”

At ease again, he appeared almost pleased by that. “I see. Well, I can’t say I’m sorry things didn’t work in your favor.”

Same. She cringed inside, offering Nika a silent apology. “Do you remember me?” She wanted to chew on her tongue when that slipped out.

Something flashed in his eyes before they narrowed, roaming her features with a familiarity that was heady rather than disturbing. “I remember you.”

Did he? Really? “From where?”

His chuckle was quiet, but she heard it. “Manhattan. Last Friday. In the lobby of the TarMor building. Blue-and-black dress. Black shoes. Your hair was up, like it is now, but more casual—”

She held up a hand while doing her best not to grin. “Okay.” He remembered her. He really remembered her. “I believe you.”

“Gabriel Moore.”

“Eva Jacobs.”

He enveloped her hand in his much larger one, and as a spark traveled up to zap her in the chest, something else unfurled inside her, coming to life, pulling to the surface, drawn out by this man who smelled like fresh rain after a thunderstorm.

“Champagne, Mr. M?”

Gabriel shook his head once to send the waiter on his way.

Eva barely noticed. She was lost in the moment. Their hands together. Him towering over her. Yes. Towering. Over her. He had to be about six-five, she guessed as he released her.

“Do you work at TarMor?” he asked, his gaze boldly, lazily tracing her features.

“Uh, no. I, well, I might. In the future. I was there for a job interview.”

“Did you get it?”

She sipped on her champagne. When she really wanted to chug it. “I’m not sure yet. I haven’t heard.”

He made a quiet sound in his throat. “Show me a man who could pass up the opportunity to stare at you all day and I’ll introduce you to his boyfriend.”

She giggled—giggled like that stupid freshman! “You sound like a friend of mine.” Caleb would have said something like that. “Thing is, this interviewer was a woman. I didn’t meet the man I’d be working for.”

“Excuse me, Mr. M?”

Gabriel turned his head toward the interruption, his tightening jaw releasing when the same waiter who’d passed by a minute ago stood next to them holding a squat glass filled with ice and a clear liquid.

He accepted it with a nod. “You’ll definitely be rewarded for your initiative, Liam. I’ll catch up with you later.”

Liam grinned at her, his eager look saying that had been the point. He disappeared into the crowd as Gabriel took a drink. Weirdly, she watched his mouth, and, seriously, it was the sexiest thing she’d ever seen.

Jesus. She wanted to fan herself. What the hell was in the champagne? Had to be something, because she did not react this way to men. Ever.

“Do you want it?”

Yeah. For the first time in her life, she was pretty sure she did. “Er, pardon?” But that wasn’t what he was asking.

A glimmer of amusement lightened his eyes. “The job, sweetheart.”

As an embarrassed groan filled her head, she repositioned her clutch under her arm and took another sip of champagne. “I didn’t at first. But the headhunter convinced me the position would be a good stepping-stone.”

“To what?”

“A successful career.” Was the A/C even on? “I’m not impressed by the TarMor job title because it doesn’t quite offset the expectations four years of Columbia brings.” Gabriel didn’t appear hot. Well, he was fire, but not sweaty. “But it’s still a great opportunity to gain on-the-job experience.” What would he look like sweaty? “Which will set me up for a director, or even a VP position, not far down the road.”

He nodded as she pictured him, white t-shirt stuck to this chest, hair dripping, face glistening. “Smart. I’ve run across too many young executives who invite failure by moving too high too fast. Have you recently graduated, or have you been in the market for a while?”

“I graduated this month.”

“Congratulations.” The ice rattled in his glass as he tipped it back—his throat, gawd. “And you’ve moved home? Or are you in Seattle on vacation?”

“Seattle is home,” she admitted. “I grew up here. What about you?” she snuck in when the lust cleared and she was able to form a question. “Were you in New York on business? Or are you from there?”

“Born and raised in Queens, but I reside—for the time being anyway—here in Seattle. Upstairs, as a matter of fact.”

Her brows came down. “Upstairs? You mean, you live here? In the hotel?”

He nodded, his eyes scanning the area around them. Again. What was he looking for? Or who? A supermodel date?

Ugh. Definitely something she didn’t want to entertain.

He took another drink. “I couldn’t be bothered buying a place when I wasn’t sure I’d stay here permanently. And since I own the hotel, it just makes sense.”

He’d spoken absently and without pretension, but Eva still balked. “You own this hotel?” she squeaked.

He nodded. “My partner and I.”

“Business partner,” she said quickly, to clarify, and then felt her cheeks burn.

“Yes.” His confirmation came with an amused look. “Business partner. So tell me, are you here tonight because you’ve been personally affected or are you just supporting?”

Some of her happiness seeped away. “My mom always helped organize this particular event,” she explained as she swirled the champagne in her glass. “Though, I think we’ve all been affected in one way or another by cancer. My best friends lost both their parents to it. I’ve never personally known a child who suffered through the disease, though. But if I were to wait for such a tragedy before supporting the cause, that would make me pretty selfish. Don’t you think?”

As she talked, he casually reached out and plucked her champagne flute from her fingers and replaced it with a fresh one from a passing waitress. Smooth, unhurried movements.

“I agree. You said your mother ‘used to’ aid the organization. She’s moved on to another?”

Eva shook her head. “She recently passed away.”

Genuine sympathy entered his eyes. “I’m sorry, Eva. Losing a mother can be devastating. So it’s just you and your father now? Or do you have siblings?”

Wow. Talk about ripping the Band-Aid off. He’d blown through that so quickly she barely felt it. “I’m an only child, and my father isn’t around.”

“At all?”

“No. He left when I was a baby. I wouldn’t know him if he was standing right next to me.”

Twirling the stem of her champagne flute, Eva had to admit that, with Gabriel holding her attention, if Harry and Dumbledore strolled over, she wasn’t sure she’d take any notice of them either.

 

† † †

 

As sympathy swam through him on Eva’s behalf, Gabriel’s attention remained locked and loaded.

He’d never been happier that Alek had agreed when he’d suggested they renovate and rebrand the Crown Jewel, and not sell it off as they’d originally planned. Without the hotel, he and Eva would be having this first conversation a few blocks over at the convention center on Eighth and Pike. Being here, in his place, no one could say a goddamn thing if he did whatever the fuck he wanted with her, for as long and as loudly as he wanted. And that was satisfying. Almost as satisfying as finally interacting with this woman who’d haunted him for weeks now.

For the first time since seeing her picture and having her safety thrust into his hands, he was at ease. She was in his house and under his protection.

Which meant he had to at least attempt to play the role of gentleman, so he set aside thoughts of getting her tangled in his sheets and continued “getting to know her.” She was heartbreakingly nonchalant about Vasily’s absence from her life.

“Have you ever had the urge to find him?”

Eva shifted, moving closer to him for a moment as a group of women walked by. Gabriel swallowed a groan as her scent surrounded him. Feminine. Sweet but natural. Like honey.

She took another sip from her glass before answering, the deep sapphire eyes she shared with her father narrowing. “Have you ever been told you ask a lot of personal questions?”

Busted. To her, they were two people who had seen each other once, across the lobby of a random building in New York. She had no idea how well he actually knew her.

“Forgive me.”

Her easy smile kicked him square in the teeth. “It’s okay, and, no, I won’t be searching him out anytime soon. So, now that you know my deepest, darkest secret, why don’t you tell me one of yours.”

Okay, sweetheart. I was raised in a violent world where only the strong survive. Raised to be nothing more than a merciless crime boss meant to lead my Italian organized crime family straight to the top. I’ve killed men, have beaten them to where they’re no longer recognizable, stabbed others, shot even more, and have broken more laws than even your local politicians. And even though I’m aware of the possibly deadly consequences, I want you to be mine.

Riiight. He ignored her offer completely and slipped into host mode. “Would you like more champagne? Or something to eat?”

She looked down into her empty glass. “No, thanks. I had a late dinner before leaving home. And I’m only drinking this,” she tipped the flute, “because it came to me. I don’t really care for it.”

“What do you care for?”

Her lashes fluttered and lust burned through his veins when a lovely flush stained her high cheekbones. “Sorry?”

“To drink,” he specified as his body reacted. Could he get any harder?

“Oh.” She shrugged, bringing his attention to the fragility of her bare shoulder. Her free hand came up to play with the glittering earring dangling from the delicate lobe of her ear. “A Cosmopolitan is my go-to if I’m in a club. Which is almost never,” she added quickly.

It’s okay, sweetheart, I know who you are. Your father was right when he told me you lead a quiet life.

“I like wine,” she continued, her chatter almost nervous now. “I don’t know if other people have the same preference, but I go for red in winter and white in summer. Maybe it’s the temperature difference or the heartiness. I don’t know.” She sighed in an adorable burst. “What about you? What do you like, Gabriel?”

He didn’t doubt his full disclosure of what he liked would send her running, so he settled for raising his now-empty glass. “A chilled Stoli is always welcome.”

“Hmm,” she mused, as if she hadn’t really heard him. Her gaze skimmed his features, lingering on his mouth. Again.

He unbuttoned his fucking uncomfortable jacket and wrenched his neck to the side for a satisfying crack when a vibration against his left pec signaled his phone going off. Almost glad for the reprieve, he rudely withdrew it from his pocket and brought it to his ear around his gruffly muttered, “Excuse me.”

“Yeah,” he snapped into the mouthpiece.

“Can you talk?” It was Alek.

“No,” he replied dryly. Wasn’t doing great so far, unless you were giving marks for interrogation methods.

“Then get somewhere quiet and call me back.”

Dammit. He didn’t want to go somewhere quiet. Unless it was to ravish the woman in front of him. Sure as hell didn’t want to leave her in a room full of gawking men. In fact…

Gabriel put his phone away and aimed a dark look at Liam. The kid who’d brought him his drink earlier. He was in his early twenties and putting himself through college, if Gabriel remembered correctly. Which he did, because he was gladly helping to pay the tab for the ambitious little fucker whose chatty mother cleaned his suite every second day.

He waved the clearly enamored ginger over with a two-fingered prompt. “We won’t be changing our minds about that champagne, kid. If I see you troll by here again, you’re gonna be wearing it. Got me?”

“Sorry.” Liam’s grin was good-natured, his eyes flipping between Gabriel and Eva. “Just doin’ my job, Mr. M.”

So as not to be a complete asshole, he bumped the offered fist. “Get lost.”

“Yes, sir.”

Liam nodded to an amused Eva before he left, tray balanced perfectly. Out of the corner of his eye, Gabriel could see Jak and Quan standing a few feet away. Quan had his back tonight, Jak had been on Eva since she’d left her house. Neither of them blended with Seattle’s upper crust. But then, none of them did. Too rough around the edges.

“Listen, there’s something I need to take care of. Were you planning on leaving anytime soon?”

Eva’s midnight hair shimmered under the chandeliers as she shook her head. “Not for a while yet. Will you be back?”

“Absolutely,” he vowed when he heard the hopeful note in her voice.

Her cheeks grew bright as she smiled. “Good.”

With that softly delivered ego boost ringing in his ears, he turned on his heel and got the hell away from her. “Don’t let her out of your sight,” he snarled at Jak as he went by, feeling Quan settle at his left flank.

He stormed his way down the busy corridor, blind to the tuxedos and evening gowns scattering like roaches to get out of his way. Keeping his head down, he dialed as he went through the lobby and solarium, passing guests admiring the tall trees and lush greenery spread in every direction.

“You should be flattered as hell.”

He listened to the phone ring in one ear as Quan’s comment filtered into the other. “Why?”

“The look on her face when she first saw you?” Quan’s chuckle was all about male appreciation. “You should be flattered as hell. That’s all I’m saying.”

Gabriel’s chest tightened with pleasure as he recalled the glow of recognition that had lit Eva’s eyes when she’d first spotted him, the interest. He was so goddamned flattered it was mortifying.

“I just hung up with Vincente,” Alek informed him on answering. “He got into the PI’s office. Found a fat file on Stefano Moretti’s little bro. Over a year long. There was no information on exactly who Eva is, but they know something is tying you to her.”

“Name and description?” The guy had only been doing his job, but that didn’t mean Gabriel wasn’t going to let the PI know he’d gotten into bed with the wrong brother, and that if he didn’t climb out, the man was done.

“Quan and Jak have it.”

Quan held up his phone; a rounded face was front and center on the screen. Gabriel leaned in and stored the image as Alek went on.

“Apparently, Ian Preston has an eye for detail—we should snap him up. Vincente said there were quite a few photos of you in New York, with Eva’s image circled in red in the background.”

Fury bloomed in Gabriel’s chest, but he tamped it down. Vasily was going to want his head on a pike for this. Nothing good ever came from being distracted in their world.

“Stefano is gunning for her.” A statement. Not a question.

Alek’s sigh wasn’t encouraging. “Looks like it. One of his boys is heading our way. V said his name is Skars, but that’s all he got. Maksim is working his IT skills on finding out more, but until he does, he said to be on alert. Stefano specified Eva isn’t to be touched, but who knows how loyal his guy is. Maybe he doesn’t take direction well. And just so you know, I’ll be staying in Seattle until this is settled.”

“You’re upstairs?”

“Yes. After yesterday, I had a feeling things were going south. And she is family. The only female cousin I have, actually.”

“Thanks, brother. I’m glad you’re here.” Gabriel’s gratitude was sincere. Alek was a definite asset.

Quan slapped him on the arm and indicated Gabriel should look over his shoulder. He turned to the stone terrace that stretched the entire rear of the hotel and was instantly captivated when he saw Eva drift across the way to lean on the iron railing that overlooked the darkened gardens. There were only a few other people out there, and they were already heading back toward the ballroom doors.

Where the fuck was Jak?

His eyes narrowed, a weight settling on his chest when he saw her wipe at her cheeks. Was she…crying?

“Listen, G.” Alek’s voice startled him. He was still holding the phone to his ear. “Maybe you should—”

He disconnected the call without a word, adrenaline kicking into his bloodstream as Eva turned to look over her shoulder. Shifting his gaze, he nearly went through the window when he saw a guy loping over to the shadows where she stood.

Completely alone.

At any other time, an unidentified male homing in on a woman like Eva with a look of such interest would be nothing but hunting. This wasn’t any other time. And the guy didn’t look as though he belonged at this benefit any more than a hyena in a tux would.

Had to be Skars.

Despite the few guests strolling nearby, Gabriel broke into a sprint. Quan followed suit and they made for the only exit at the far end of the solarium.

Which had them going in the opposite direction from where Eva was.

 


FIVE

Thankful the drizzle had stopped, Eva leaned on the railing in the quiet gardens of the hotel and listened to the soft rush high above as a mild breeze feathered through the wet leaves on the trees. Taking a tissue out of her clutch—she’d needed them after all—she dabbed at her eyes, careful not to smear her makeup.

She’d found her mother’s friends sitting at a table near the doors leading out to the terrace and had gladly welcomed the round of hugs as the trio that used to be a quad fawned over her just like her mom used to. She’d sat with them, and had just started to decompress when Corrine Horton—the harmless busybody of the bunch—had zeroed in on the fact that Eva was alone.

“Why didn’t you bring your date to meet us, darling? We wouldn’t have embarrassed you.” Corrine had patted her short, perfectly styled salt-and-pepper hair and smiled in such a way that said they certainly would have.

After admitting that she’d come alone, Danielle had cooed while leaning over to cover Eva’s hand, the chunky ring on her forefinger so heavy Eva was sure it would leave an indent. “Kathryn told us about your…fear.” She whispered the over-enunciated word. “She was so worried about you. She knew why you didn’t date like other girls your age. But, sweetie, you have no idea how much she regretted allowing you to see her pain over your father. Even more, she regretted allowing that pain to affect her so strongly at all. How often, girls,” she put to Corrine and Marilyn, “did Kat say she wished she’d been stronger for Eva?”

“Too often,” Marilyn had confirmed as Corrine nodded in agreement.

“She didn’t want you to be alone, Eva. Yes, she loved that you’re an independent, strong woman, but then, look who raised you,” she’d said with a shimmer in her eye that had caused an ache to form in Eva’s throat. “But she wanted you to be happy. Loved and happy, sweetie. Don’t let what that man did affect your life as negatively as Kathryn allowed it to affect hers.”

It was then Eva had shocked herself by blurting a question she’d never thought to ask them before. “Did she ever tell you his name?”

“Oh, no,” Corrine had shaken her head quickly, bracelets jangling as she waved a finger like a wiper blade. “And it wasn’t like we didn’t ask. But she said telling us would be too dangerous—” She’d checked herself and rushed to clarify. “To her peace of mind. Too painful for her. He’s in the past anyway. It’s time for a fresh start. It’s what Kathryn wanted.”

Having reached her limit at that point, her throat closing tighter and tighter, Eva had quickly excused herself and come out for some air.

Why had Corrine used the word dangerous? she wondered now as she touched the pad of her pinkie on water droplet glimmering on the railing. Seemed a little melodramatic. How could revealing Eva’s father’s name be dangerous? To her mom’s piece of mind? Had she been so fragile where that man was concerned that simply hearing his name would have caused her pain?

God. She truly didn’t understand a love like that…

Her pulse fluttered Gabriel Moore’s image shimmered to life in her mind’s eye. Thank God the ladies hadn’t seen Eva with him earlier. An affluent businessman, handsome, single…they’d have had her married off before she could blink.

Hearing footsteps, she couldn’t smother the hopeful feeling that surfaced as she turned…

But it was just a stranger in a dark suit that looked a size too large for him.

Eva’s gaze narrowed warily when he came right over to her, stopping when only a few feet separated them. Hopefully he just needed a lighter—

“Found you.”

The hair on her arms sprang up when he paired that with a quick glance around, as if checking to make sure they were alone. She did the same and cursed silently when she saw she’d walked farther from the ballroom doors than she’d realized. The sounds of the gathering were much more muted out here in the shadows.

“You were looking for me? Specifically?” She casually pushed herself off the railing, getting ready to bolt if he came any closer. Not that she could move very quickly in her heels. “Do I know you?”

His thin lips stretched into a knowing smile and he sidled over, effectively blocking her escape. “Don’t be scared. I’m just here to give you a message.”

Without warning, her meeting with Stefano Moretti popped into her head and she glanced around once more. Where the hell was everyone?

As if on cue, an amplified voice came over the sound system inside to introduce the first speaker of the evening, followed by the polite applause of the assembled guests.

Well, that explained it, she thought as she focused on the man in front of her. They were about the same height, but he outweighed her by at least thirty pounds.

Eyes, throat, groin.

Eyes, throat, groin.

Eyes, throat…

Caleb had drilled the trio into her and Nika’s heads before every date they’d gone on. He’d even been so thorough in his self-defence training to teach them the proper way to hold a knife and how to shoot a gun. Either weapon would have come in handy right then.

“This message,” she said, trying to appear unaffected. “Did my boyfriend send you out to deliver it? I know he’s not the most patient guy.” Maybe if he thought someone knew she was out there he’d leave her alone.

He didn’t respond. Just stared at her with a bland smile that didn’t reach his beady eyes.

Fuck this.

She stepped to the side, rudely pushing between him and a stone bench. But rather than let her pass, his hand shot out and latched on to her wrist. When he roughly pulled her into his body, she froze, caught completely off guard by the bold move. And his surprising strength.

“What are you doing?” she demanded, anger joining the panic filling her chest as she gave her arm a good yank. “Let. Go!”

“This isn’t necessary, kitty.” She slapped his hand away when he cupped her shoulder, and barely heard his, “I just wanted to talk to you,” through the rushing sound in her ears.

With a quick move, she shifted, and using the momentum, slammed her elbow into his solar plexus, just like Caleb had taught her. A burst of whiskey-scented breath shot out of his mouth as he bent over, but still he didn’t release her wrist. She pulled, tensing to lift her knee, just as a huge shadow appeared from out of nowhere and ripped her assailant away.

Eva’s legs almost buckled as Gabriel yanked the blond man farther into the darkness. At the same time, his fist was already swinging around and the crack of knuckle on bone sounded. Blood flowed from the creep’s broken nose, the shiny liquid black in the dim light as it ran over his lips and down his chin.

“Well, if it isn’t—”

Gabriel’s fist connected once more, effectively shutting the guy up and perhaps shattering a few teeth in the process.

Faster than she would have expected, the blond snaked around and broke Gabriel’s hold. He reached down to his ankle and came up twirling a knife. He swung his arm out and the blade narrowly missed Gabriel’s wide chest as he moved lithely to the side, proving right then that he’d done this before. The two circled each other and the blond lunged again. But Gabriel was too fast, his expression tight, terrifying. With one deft move he had the attacker’s knife-wielding hand in his grip. He jammed his knee into the man’s stomach and snatched the falling blade when it would have clattered to the ground. He ended it by delivering a solid backhand to her assailant’s temple that caused the man to fly backward and land in a crumpled, unmoving heap on the hard stone.

With her hands tented over her mouth, Eva went to cross over to Gabriel but was stopped by a gentle hand on her elbow. She barely swallowed a shriek as she spun.

“It’s okay,” said a striking Asian man who had his hands up, palms out in that gesture men used to show a woman they meant no harm. “I’m with Gabriel,” he said, then repeated, “It’s okay.”

“That’s Quan.” The deep vibration of Gabriel’s voice carried even when he spoke so quietly. He turned his attention from the beaten man at his feet. “My security,” he clarified in a flat voice before adding, “Where the fuck—”

Before he could complete the question, another man came out of the shadows from the direction of the gardens. This one had longish tawny hair and a nasty scar on the side of his face. He was clearly angry as he stomped down the stone path and jumped up the three steps to the terrace in one effortless bound. He went right up to Gabriel, wiping at a steady trickle of blood that had to have impaired his vision as it was running down his forehead and into his eye, though he treated it as if it were nothing more than a mild annoyance. He glanced her way with an expression of regret and then said something she couldn’t hear.

Whatever it was made Gabriel’s lips tighten. He nodded at the blood. “You okay?”

Tough guy just snorted and looked insulted by the question.

She was about to ask Gabriel what the hell was going on when yet another male voice came from behind her, this one speaking a language very much not English. He was tall and well-built with dirty-blond hair that fell boyishly over his forehead. Unlike everyone else, he was dressed casually in a silky gray button-down and beat-up jeans.

Eva narrowed her eyes. There was something vaguely familiar about him. Too frazzled to figure it out, she wrote it off to his resemblance to David Beckham.

Her attention went back to Gabriel. Did all of these guys work for him? Hotel or personal security? Had the incident been captured by surveillance—

Gabriel responding to the new guy distracted her.

She swallowed a sound of disbelief.

Were they speaking Russian?

Shit. She just couldn’t get away from that, could she?

When they’d said their fill, both men turned to her, and, from what she could see in the limited light, they didn’t look happy. A gust of wind played around them, and she ignored the sudden need to hide from all that aggression. Rather, she straightened her spine and injected the right amount of censure in her voice when she suggested politely, “Maybe you can fill us in?” She included Quan and the scarred one in her clueless group. No doubt they were as curious as she was.

Gabriel came over to stand before her, gently tipping her head back with a knuckle under her chin. “Are you okay?”

The tender action and intimate tone were as unexpected as her reaction. Her chest squeezed tight and her limbs began shaking in what she could only assume was delayed reaction. She swallowed the lump that formed in her throat and nodded, not wanting to show what a girl she was by freaking out now that the action was over.

“Are you hurt?” he asked, quickly giving her a once-over that was anything but personal.

She shook her head, not sure she could trust herself to speak without giving away how affected she was.

“Maks sent us this guy’s info.” Quan had gone over and now stood looking down at the still-unconscious man.

“And?” Gabriel’s eyes stayed on her, but when the pregnant pause stretched, he snapped an impatient, “Quan. What the fuck is it?”

“Sensitive.”

Her brow furrowed as Gabriel swung away and stalked over to have something whispered in his ear. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “Get him the fuck out of here.”

Quan bent down and, with remarkable ease, threw the unconscious man over his shoulder and headed into the gardens. The Russian speaker and the guy with the scar followed at a leisurely pace as Gabriel returned to her side. Clasping her upper arm, sending little zings of electricity shooting up to her shoulder and into her chest, he led her to the stone bench. He sat her down before going back to retrieve her clutch, which had fallen to the ground during the altercation.

“Where did you learn to throw an elbow like that?” he asked.

“Definitely not the same place you did.” She pulled in a slow breath in the hopes it would settle her crackling nerves. “What did he say to you?”

“Who?”

“Your security guy; Quan.”

“Nothing. Are you sure you’re all right?” He sat, taking up what was left of the bench, then handed over her purse.

She didn’t appreciate the dismissive tone, but she let a beat pass as she tucked away a strand of hair that had escaped her updo. “Yes. Why won’t you tell me?” she pressed.

“Because you really don’t want to know.”

Annoying. “Were those other guys also a part of your security?”

“One of them. The other is the business partner I mentioned earlier, as well as one of my closest friends. They’re all friends, really.”

“One was Russian,” she mused distractedly, shivering as paranoia came out of nowhere. “How…how did you know…I mean, did you know…” She struggled, not sure how to ask what she wanted without sounding conceited or weird. “How did you come to be out here in time to stop that guy?” Were you watching me from the shadows? “Were you in an office? Did you see what was happening on a monitor or something?”

“I was making a call in the solarium.” He nodded to an enclosed area about fifty feet to their right that showcased an abundance of plant life surrounding a large waterfall. “Quan spotted you through the window.”

Oh. Well, that was a simple enough explanation. But with everything going on lately, she forgave herself for being suspicious. “Sorry. I’m just spooked. That guy said he had a message for me. I wonder what he meant.” She was rubbing away the goosebumps that popped up on her arms when she felt the gentle brush of Gabriel’s knuckles across her jaw. She lifted her eyes and their gazes locked.

“Don’t be afraid, Eva. I won’t allow anyone to hurt you.”

As her heart rate kicked to life, he dropped his hand, and then his eyes, severing the connection.

Rattled to the core, she tried to think of something—other than You’re my hero—to say. “Are you someone important?” was all she came up with as she fidgeted with the clasp on her clutch.

“Why would you ask that?”

“Regular people don’t have private security following them around.”

“Hmm. I’m no one of any importance. Big money brings out parasites who want a cut but are too lazy to work for it. I have guys to take care of them if they bother me. Why were you crying earlier?”

So he’d seen that through the window, too. She shrugged. “I was talking with my mom’s friends. I guess seeing them made me emotional. I’m getting better,” she reassured him in case he thought she was about to fall apart. “But it’s still hard.”

“Of course it is, sweetheart. Don’t rush your grief. It’ll get easier, as everything does, and you’ll come out okay on the other side.”

She melted, appreciating the supportive words more than he’d ever know. She placed her hand on his forearm. “Thank you, Gabriel. I don’t know what would have happened if you hadn’t come out when you did.”

He straightened, charging the energy between them in the blink of an eye when the movement brought their faces close enough for her to feel the warmth of his breath. “It was my pleasure.”

God, he was really beautiful. Sexy. And charming. Powerful. Would he taste as good as he smelled? she wondered, unable to prevent her gaze from landing on his mouth.

Her breath caught.

His head…

It was coming down…

He paused, as though giving her time. Time she didn’t need or want. She was ready.

When he continued to hesitate, she gave in to the pull and closed the distance. The moment their lips met, Gabriel made a rough sound and she felt his fingers slide into the hair at her nape. Using the hold, he took control by tipping her head, deepening the kiss by bringing his other hand up to cup her jaw. Using a slight pressure from his thumb on her chin, he opened her so that his tongue could invade in a deep, wet sweep she felt throughout her entire body.

Holy…shit.

The foundation of Eva’s world shook, so much meaningless shit crumbling and falling around her. When the tremors faded, a disturbing sense of rightness was left behind to spread through her as this man she barely knew ravaged her mouth with a skill she should probably want to slap his face for having. But, no. She accepted it, gave in to it, to him, and savored the softness of his lips. His firm, controlling hand. His absolute confidence in his actions. And that…that sound he’d just made. Like a low growl, it thrilled her into moaning a response into his mouth.

She moved into him, wanting more. More of him. All over her.

Inside her.

How the hell was this happening to her? Why now? Why at all? Other than her friendship with Caleb, she steered clear of men. She didn’t trust them. Didn’t want to get close to them. Hadn’t thought she’d need more than the love and comfort her mom had offered when she’d been alive.

But lately, she was lonely. Lonely to the point where she ached for the human comfort of something as simple as a hug. Like the one she’d gotten from Nika today.

But this. This was different.

This wasn’t familiar. It wasn’t comforting. It was erratic and mind-blowing and scary—

With one last lazy pass of his tongue weaving around hers, Gabriel drew back. She swayed forward, trying to follow.

“That’s enough, sweetheart.”

His firm tone had her heavy lids coming up, the strain in his voice registering. His expression was hard, unreadable, though his choppy breathing matched hers. He cursed, all but glaring down at her as he brushed his thumb across her mouth before withdrawing completely.

“But…that was…” Didn’t he feel that? The energy. Chemistry? Maybe just lust. Whatever its name, it was snapping and crackling in the air all around them.

She blinked, her cheeks flaming when he peeled her fingers away from where she’d only now realized she was fisting his lapels.

“Oh, God. I’m sorry.” She quickly swiped at any wrinkles she’d made. She couldn’t even remember raising her hands.

His expression softened, his lip quirking. “Don’t be. If we weren’t out in the open it would probably be in a heap on the floor anyway.”

What did that mean? That, if they were somewhere private, they would have undressed? Gotten naked?

Had sex?

As he stood, her heart fluttered wildly, her skin suddenly feeling too tight on her bones. She should probably feel insulted. Did he think she’d be so easy? She was a fucking virgin.

Yeah. A virgin who currently wanted to see what this guy looked like without the tux. 

But that didn’t mean she’d fall into bed with him.

As the fire sparked again, spreading, she waited for her morals to echo a resounding agreement. When they didn’t, she pushed to her feet, horrified.

“You know what? I should go.” Her unease grew when the thought of leaving him brought about a weird feeling of panic. What the hell was wrong with her?

“Good idea,” he muttered almost too quietly for her to hear before he hustled them back to the ballroom.

Mortified by her behavior, not to mention Gabriel’s lack of protest, Eva excused herself long enough to say good-bye to her mom’s friends, hugging them and promising to join them for coffee soon.

She was tempted to sneak away, but unable to be so blatantly rude, she rejoined Gabriel, who’d waited a couple of tables over. Quan had reappeared, and she did her best to return his friendly smile while self-consciously accepting the arm his boss held out. She prayed her mom’s friends weren’t watching. If they were, she’d have some explaining to do over that coffee.

As they walked through the hotel with Gabriel nodding to the odd person, Eva wondered if there was any way she could end the night with some grace.

She cringed inside. Probably not. “This is good. You don’t have to walk me all the way out,” she said when they were halfway across the lobby. “I see a couple of taxis.” Three were parked under the canopy outside.

“I’ll take you home.”

She stopped dead when an image of him in her bedroom flashed through her head. “No. You don’t have to do that.” What if, despite his eagerness to get rid of her, she was overcome with lust again when he got her alone in his car?

He looked down at her, his eyes searching. Then he knocked her silly by smiling. The expression, as devastating as it was, had a playful, teasing air. “I don’t often get the chance to play gentleman, Eva. Humor me. No fucking around.” He held up three fingers. “I swear.”

“I don’t,” she blurted. “Fuck around, I mean.” She flicked a glance to the side and was relieved to see Quan was too far away to have overheard her. “I’m sorry if I gave you that impression out there. That wasn’t like me—”

“Hey. You don’t have to explain yourself to me.” There was a tenderness in the way he ducked his head to meet her eyes. “Not that you’re lacking in skill, but it’s clear you’re not in the habit of making out with any guy who shows an interest.”

“It is?”

He put his hand on her shoulder and gave it a soft stroke with his thumb. “Yeah, sweetheart. Despite the outer package, your innocence comes through.”

“Car’s here,” Quan said as he went ahead of them.

“Is he driving?” If they had a chaperone…

Gabriel nodded.

“Oh. Uh, okay then.” Or not, she thought when his deep, knowing chuckle tickled like a soft feather down her spine.

“Do you live alone?” he asked as he got them moving and through the revolving door.

“Um…” As she debated whether to answer that or not, Caleb popped up in her head, waving his muscular arms and furiously shaking his head.

Her libido gave him the finger.

“Can I get a photo, Mr. Moore?” A guy holding a camera came over, the tag hanging around his neck clearly stating he was a photographer from the Seattle Times. “The Times,” he said, waving the tag. “We’re doing a spread on the event.”

Gabriel gave a cool nod and slid his arm around her, turning them with a hand resting on her hip in a gesture that could only be described as intimate. He squeezed so gently it may have been involuntary, but it had her looking up at him. That’s when she heard the click.

“Name and proper spelling?”

Feeling dazed and annoyed with herself, she looked at the photographer to see that he was speaking to her. She supplied the information.

Great. She might end up on their website tomorrow, and she was going to look like a tomato who hadn’t had enough sense to look into the camera and smile.

Nika was going to laugh her ass off, she thought as Gabriel ushered her into the back of a black Escalade waiting at the curb.

 

† † †

 

“So you live alone.” Gabriel snapped his seatbelt on and watched Eva do the same. Chriiist, she was sweet. Sweet and nervous. Breathtaking.

She glanced up at him then away. “What makes you think so?”

And so fuckin’ tempting he barely held off suggesting they head up to his suite so he could fuck her out of his system. “Your reluctance to answer.” Would never do that, though.

In fact, he was beginning to wonder if he even could now that he knew the goddamn woman responded to him like a match to tinder. And they’d only kissed. If they fucked? It would be explosive. Spectacularly so.

“Do you often have paparazzi approach you?”

He almost laughed while Quan replaced the valet behind the wheel and set them in motion. “They know better.” He had to remember to get that photo buried. If the damn thing showed up somewhere, Gabriel might as well send an engraved announcement to his brother with a neon arrow pointing at Eva’s perfectly biteable ass.

“Where are we going, Eva?” Quan asked, offering her a disarming smile through the rearview. Guy was smooth as shit.

“Mercer Island.”

“Got it.”

As Quan turned on the radio, Gabriel angled himself so he could admire his companion. “You’re a private person,” he commented. “That’s good. Smart.”

“Yeah,” she said on a humorless chuckle. “Hasn’t helped, considering my life lately.” She looked around the interior and then out the window. “You really didn’t have to drive me home. It’s kind of far.”

“We don’t mind. Have you lived on Mercer Island for long?”

“Most of my life—not counting the time I spent in New York for school.” She fiddled with her small purse that she had clutched in her lap. “If things work out and I get a call from TarMor, I suppose I’ll have to sell my house.”

Call your real estate agent, sweetheart.

“Though, I guess I could always keep it as an income property. Everyone seems to be doing that these days.”

Ignoring the urge riding him to drag her into his lap, he nodded before backtracking. “Why do you say being private hasn’t helped in your life lately?” She had to be referring to his brother. “Aside from that asshole earlier, of course.”

She looked over the empty expanse of seat between them, teasing him with glimpses of her stunning features as they flashed bright then dark under the passing streetlights. “Speaking of that asshole, did your people turn him over to the police? I’d actually like to talk to him. Ask him about that message. Maybe find out who he works for, if anyone.”

Damn. Shut down. Hard. He sat in that for a second, unfamiliar with the sting. Usually when he asked someone a question, they tripped over themselves to give him an answer. This one basically told him to mind his own business.

She was his fucking business.

He wondered idly if she suspected a connection between Skars and Stefano. Because she certainly hadn’t written off her meeting with his brother as unimportant. She was too smart for that. Smart and beautiful. Goddammit, Stef could have done some real damage had he—

“Gabriel?”

Shit. He shifted in his seat when he realized he’d been staring at her. Idiot. “Or, considering you’re a single woman who lives by herself, you could leave well enough alone. My guess is you were a random target and that stupid fuck mentioned having a message to distract you before dragging you away.” Goddamn prick was gonna hurt for touching her. “You have a security system in your house, right?” he asked, trying to keep with the pretense that he didn’t already know all this shit.

She nodded while Quan cleared his throat in a warning to slow down.

What. If Gabriel didn’t distract her with his ability to be a tyrant, how the fuck was he gonna get her off the subject of involving the police? Take her down to the mats and pound one out?

Nope.

Couldn’t.

Already crossed a line.

But, man, did he want to get her naked.

Couldn’t. There’d be no going back after that. He could write off a kiss. Vasily would never need to know.

But to actually fuck her? he thought as guilt clobbered him.

Mmm. To spread her legs and sink into her body—

He pinched his thigh hard enough to wince and gave his own throat a good clearing while thrusting her safety to the forefront of his mind.

Right. Maybe they should turn back. He could settle her in his suite. She’d be under twenty-four-hour surveillance—she already was. No one would be permitted to see her but him. She’d be untouchable. By anyone…but him.

He ground his teeth together. Sure, she’d be safe, but that wasn’t why he wanted her all to himself.

As he continued to fight his nature, they crossed over Lake Washington and she directed Quan to her place—his boy played dumb like a pro. Once in Eva’s driveway, Gabriel climbed from the truck and followed her up the walkway. Bobby T’s dark sedan was sitting about two hundred feet up the street, and the drapes on the second-floor window in Nick’s house had just fluttered.

Fuck. He felt like he was seventeen and it was the end of prom night.

Though Gabriel had spent what should have been his prom night sitting in the front seat of a rotted-out Chevy in a noisy salvage yard, “learning” the “proper technique” from his father for “interrogating” those with “enough balls” to “cross the family.” He’d been “given the honor” of pulling the trigger on the two who’d been “earning shy” because they’d been pocketing a percentage of their take.

Eva retrieved a set of keys from her purse, but before she unlocked, she turned and looked up at him through her lashes.

“Thank you for going out of your way to get me home.” The she fuckin’ smiled.

Innocently seductive. Didn’t have a goddamn clue he wanted to push her against the wall and have her right this second, screw whoever cared to watch.

He plucked the keys from her fingers without bothering to ask permission and unlocked the door, shoving it wide. She crossed the threshold to tap in a code to silence the alarm, then turned to him again, looking like she wanted to say something more, but now that they were free from prying eyes, Gabriel didn’t hesitate to take that mouth he couldn’t keep his eyes off. He lingered over the kiss, savoring her quiet sound of surprise and the feel of her hands coming to rest on his biceps. But knowing his limit, he ended it too soon, before his hands started roaming.

“Gabriel…”

Straightening with a curse, totally put out because he needed to give her what her eyes were telling him she wanted, he dropped her keys on a small table and stepped back. “G’night, sweetheart. Don’t forget to reset the alarm.” Before she could say another word, he closed her into the house. Alone.

It wasn’t until he and Quan were crossing back over the floating bridge that connected Mercer island to Seattle that Gabriel felt normal enough to take out his cell and hit up the New York office. After letting Natalie know Eva should be offered the position first thing in the morning, and ordering the workaholic to go home since it was past midnight East Coast time, he tossed his phone onto the dash and tried to zone out for a few.

Quan’s voice broke into the quiet. “Thought she might climb out the window when you told her off for being smart enough to want to find out why Skars targeted her. I guess I can stop wondering why you’re still single.”

His lips twitched. “That bad, huh?”

“That bad. What kind of reaction do you think you’ll get when she shows up Monday and sees you sitting behind the desk?”

He didn’t know. Would she walk out on him? Tell him off first? “It doesn’t matter at this point. She’ll do things my way until this shit with Stefano is settled.” Because he absolutely refused to have her in danger again. First in New York and now tonight. That was two too many slips.

When they reached the abandoned ammunitions warehouse one would never find on any Seattle tourist maps, Alek’s rented Range Rover materialized in the beam from the headlights as they crossed the empty lot to park next to it. Quan killed the ignition, and Gabriel was just reaching for the door handle when his phone buzzed.

He answered with a sharp, “Yeah.”

“I have heard your name more in the last week than I have in years, my friend.”

The last voice Gabriel had expected to hear carried a familiar arrogance that could only belong to one man.

Lucian Fane.

The powerful Romanian was a force to be reckoned with in the organized crime world. And not just in New York where he was based, but worldwide. He’d come up around the same time as Gabriel, but unlike Gabriel, Lucian thrived on the business he was in. Unforgivably harsh with those who crossed him or interfered in his business, Lucian was the most feared in the industry. More so even than Vasily, which, if one was comparing, put Stefano down around the equivalent of a schoolyard bully.

But a bully that carried an AR-15.

“Lucian. It’s good to hear from you. How’re things?”

“Busy. But I felt it necessary to take time out of my full schedule to make this courtesy call.”

Fuck. That couldn’t be good. “I’m assuming this is in regard to Stefano.”

“Of course. I have learned he is making plans. Unpleasant ones that center around the new woman in your life.” Ice on crystal clinked in the background as Gabriel’s groin stirred at hearing Eva described as his. “You should know I am available if you are in need of assistance. Personally, I think this situation between the two of you has gone on long enough. It is time it was settled. Be aware I am paying attention.”

Gabriel’s brows came down when dead air sounded to signify the call had ended.

He and Lucian had always been friendly, bouncing information back and forth over dinners, tipping each other off when hearing something the other would be interested in. And not only because they’d come up together, but because they were connected through family. Lucian’s younger brother was TarMor’s executive VP.

Almost a decade ago, Markus Fane, who’d been legit from day one, had come to TarMor fresh from Yale, and he’d had a hand in making the project management firm what it was today. Its growth and success also allowed Gabriel and Alek a modicum of respectability…where the IRS was concerned anyway.

He and Quan were silent as they entered the building and descended a set of metal stairs into a dusty, shadow-filled basement where they made their way across a cavernous room. Alek was sitting on a metal chair across from Stefano’s guy, who was shackled to another metal chair by a pair of cuffs and looking slightly bruised.

Alek got to his feet, the scrape of the steel legs echoing all around them. “Name is Terrence Skars. Stefano sent him, but only to deliver a message.”

Again with that fuckin’ message. Gabriel was curious to know exactly what it was, but he wouldn’t bother asking. Wouldn’t set himself up for the “fuck you” that would make him lose his temper.

“He wasn’t supposed to touch his target,” Alek added.

A belligerent look settled on Skars’s swollen face. “Yeah. Like you haven’t tapped that.”

Gabriel stiffened. Seemed the guy wanted to die.

But he held off and followed their routine that hadn’t changed in so many years. Secure and hold until Maks called with the requested info. If the guy was clean—theft, man-on-man assault—he was sent off with a warning he’d never forget. But if their unfortunate captive had done time for fucking with kids or raping or beating a defenseless woman, Gabriel and his boys became judge, jury, and executioner. No way would any of them send garbage like that back to the streets.

Harsh?

Fuck yeah.

And he was sure the families of those wives, daughters, and young sons appreciated their methods for meting out justice.

“Maks call yet?”

Alek nodded. “Ten minutes ago. Said this piece of shit has a penchant for the young ones. Intel confirmed he was released last week. Served time for fucking with his five-year-old twin nieces. His rap sheet’s long. And let’s just say he isn’t partial only to little girls.”

Sympathy for the victims joined the mix of emotions rolling through Gabriel. He’d seen a lot of shit and had done his fair share, but he’d never condone targeting kids. Back in the day, before he’d gone straight, he would have shut down his emotions, killing anything that might have made him anything less than lethal. And he’d have simply ended the guy. At the time, he’d needed to be that person to deal with the lowest of the low.

But now? He was a little calmer. He took his time. Thought through what had to be done. Lingered over his decisions.

Even when there was no need. What this POS had tried to do to Eva was bad enough, but the shit he’d done time for? Fuuuck.

“How did you recognize him at the hotel?” he asked Quan.

“Whenever V meets a new recruit, he sends a photo and bio home so Maks can dig around. Allows us to know who we’re dealing with.”

Damn, he loved his boys.

Gabriel opened his jacket and withdrew his Glock from the holster strapped across his chest. With Stefano’s involvement confirmed, they were done here.

He walked over to stand before the pedo, who suddenly looked as though he was having a hard time breathing. Gabriel slid the safety off and raised his gun at a sideways angle. He pulled back, let the prick sweat for an extra second as he went into his pocket for the suppressor. He took his time attaching it.

What would Eva think if she could see him now? he wondered as he leveled his arm again and pulled the trigger.


SIX

After a night spent tossing and turning, Eva swiped open her phone and turned on some music to combat the silence as she waited for the Keurig to do its thing. She yawned, feeling blurry-eyed and lethargic.

She plopped onto the chair at the head of her kitchen table with her morning brew and stirred cream into the dark magic before blowing across the top and taking her first sip. The newly washed floors were gleaming, she noted, her gaze skipping over the spotless countertop and pristine appliances. The dry dishcloth on the side of the sink was neatly folded, hoping to be used at some point in the day.

She yawned again.

She’d dreamed a lot last night. About Stefano Moretti. Caleb being hurt by him. About Gabriel. Her being kissed by him. And more. She’d dreamed of being chased. Being caught. Being hurt. Then her overactive imagination would send her back into a cozy bed with the owner of a quadrillion-dollar hotel where she did things she’d never done with a man before.

She was pretty sure she’d orgasmed in her sleep.

“What the hell?” she muttered to herself as she picked up her coffee and wandered around the house. She was turned on. From only thoughts of the man. It was no wonder, in the flesh, he’d knocked her on her ass. That goodbye kiss…gawd.

Ending up in her mom’s office, her gaze scanned the pretty room, skimming over the Julie Fain prints depicting silhouetted fairies and angels under gleaming moonbeams. She wouldn’t be able to do this, find comfort in the familiar, if she ended up in another apartment in New York.

She tried not to let that get to her. After all, bricks and mortar hadn’t been important to her mom. Their love for each other, their memories, were in Eva’s heart, not scattered throughout these rooms.

Putting her coffee down on the edge of the desk, her heart grew heavier as Christina Aguilera’s Hurt came from the kitchen. The clog of unshed tears worsened when she looked down and saw a note scribbled in Kathryn’s flourish handwriting on the desktop calendar.

Pick up Eva’s grad present

One minute planning her trip to New York to see her daughter graduate, the next…gone.

Even though movies and TV shows constantly used the premise for drama, it was true. In the blink of an eye, life ended. Everything changed. And one had very little control over it.

What was it she’d seen scrawled next to the window on the subway a few weeks ago? It had actually made her chest ache.

Could’ve. Should’ve. Would’ve.

Didn’t. Didn’t. Didn’t.

Live life to the fullest, they said.

Grab every experience with both hands, they said.

Eva didn’t do that. She was careful. She stood back and watched. Always wary. Afraid to live too hard. To love…at all.

Her mom had loved, and look what it had gotten her. A life spent missing a man who hadn’t loved her back.

She’d died alone.

Eva squeezed her eyes shut, remembering the burned-out shell of their car. The police had investigated the accident because it just hadn’t made sense for Kathryn to have crashed into a tree on an empty stretch of road. Somewhere that she’d had no business being on a clear, dry afternoon.

Feeling like total shit now, she grabbed her coffee and left the office, roaming through the house once more, rearranging shit that was already perfect. She glanced out the front window and waved at Nick, surprised to see her shy neighbor on his knees weeding the stretch between his yard and hers. She hadn’t taken him for a green thumb.

The ringing of her cell interrupted her meandering and she hurried to the kitchen to snag it off a neatly piled stack of pizza flyers. Feeling too much all at once when she saw it was a private number, she swiped her thumb across the screen and slowly brought it to her ear.

“Hello?”

“Ms. Jacobs?”

“This is she.” She tried not to let her chin hit the countertop as she deflated. It was a female voice.

“It’s Natalie Simms. From TarMor, New York.”

Her spine shot straight. “Oh! Hello, Natalie. How are you?”

“Very well, thanks. I apologize for bothering you on a Sunday, but you had to know as soon as possible that you’ve been chosen for the associate business manager position you interviewed for.”

“Oh, my God.”

The woman chuckled at the completely unprofessional response. “Mr. Tarasov will remain at our offices in Seattle for this final week, then commute between there and New York when necessary. You’re still open to relocating, I hope?”

Was she? “Uh, yes. Yes, of course.” Guess she was. “That’s no problem at all.” She cringed at the lie. Being in New York meant leaving home. Leaving Nika again. And Gabriel. Unless he spent more time in New York than Seattle. But if he ran a hotel here, that seemed unlikely.

And was she seriously considering him in this life decision?

“Perfect. You’ll start tomorrow morning. Mr. Tarasov is expecting you at the office by nine. Do you have a pen and paper handy?”

She grabbed the pen next to the toaster and waited with her hand poised over the notepad on the fridge. “Go ahead.”

Natalie rattled off the office’s address and her new boss’s suite number. She’d spend several hours with him before her HR orientation.

“I suppose that’s all for now. I’ll see you soon, Eva.”

“Thank you so much, Natalie. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate the opportunity.” Because I don’t know yet myself.

“You’re welcome. Enjoy your success.”

Eva ended the call with a half-smile that was satisfied but not.

And so it began. No more hypothetical situations. No more what-ifs, and what-would-you-do-in-a-case-like-this’s. She was actually going to be working alongside the CEO of a hugely successful company, learning the complex ins and outs as she aided him with day-to-day operations.

Okay. That was exciting.

She dialed Nika’s number, needing to share.

“ ’lo.”

Another thing she hated about Kevin, he always answered Nika’s cell as if it were his own. “Hey, Kevin.” The friendly note she’d been going for missed by a huge mark. “Is Nika around?”

“Eva,” he drawled. “You haven’t come by since you got home. You too good for us now that you got your fancy degree?” He made it sound like they’d gotten along before, which was ridiculous because any time they’d run into each other, he’d never hidden the fact that he didn’t like her.

“I’ve actually only been home a day or so. Is Nika there?”

“’Course she’s here. Where else would she be?”

She frowned at the continued silence. “May I speak with her, please?”

“Very good,” came the condescending murmur. “Hey! Phone!”

Anger burned in her throat. When was Nika going to admit she’d made a horrible mistake and cut her losses?

There was a shifting and a crackle and then a quiet, “Hi.”

“Hey. How’re things?”

“Dandy.”

Maybe now wasn’t the time to share her good news. “Uh, are you guys busy tonight? I thought maybe we could go out for a bit. Maybe coffee? Or a drink?”

“A drink would be great,” Nika said in a lowered voice, surprising Eva because she’d assumed a no was coming. “Just you and me.”

“Yeah, of course. How about O’Sullivan’s?” The pub was low-key and quiet enough that they could talk comfortably.

“Um, you wanna go somewhere with more of a bite?”

Eva’s heart sank when Nika mentioned a nightclub that apparently just opened. The last time they’d gone out, they’d spent more time slapping unwelcome hands off their asses than enjoying anything the sweaty, chaotic atmosphere had to offer.

“I don’t know,” she murmured, thinking she’d much rather close up here with a bottle of wine and pizza and share the craziness going on in her life with her best friend.

“Please, Eva? It’ll be fun. I need to get out of here for a while.”

The casual comment immediately became Nika screaming for help. “Okay. Where is it and what are you going to wear?”

The street was familiar, but Eva winced when Nika said, “Something sexy. And you’re gonna wear the dress I gave you last year. You know, the one you said you’d never wear because you had nowhere to wear it. This is the perfect place.”

The short backless thing she’d received on her twenty-third birthday was nowhere near her style. But if it made Nika happy, she’d wear it. “Fine. I’ll pick you—”

“No! I’ll, um, sorry, I’ll, uh, take my own car. I’ll meet you there at ten.”

“Okay.”

“See you there.”

Eva hung up, vowing tonight would be the night she got the truth out of her friend.

But first, she had to go upstairs and see if she could do something with a dress that was really nothing more than a silky dinner napkin.

 

† † †

 

Gabriel dropped the kettle bell he’d been curling and grabbed an already damp towel from the end of the bench to wipe the sweat from his face. Some old-school heavy metal tolled through the hotel’s empty gym. Empty because he’d instructed his manager to close it up so that he and Quan could work out in peace.

Muscles tight and burning, he headed over to one of the treadmills lined up against the back wall. He stepped on and punched the right buttons to get the machine moving and was soon pounding the track with heavy feet, feeling as if he were running away from something he had no hope of ever escaping. He blinked the sweat out of his eyes and pressed a button on the panel to make it go faster.

Of course it didn’t help. Forty minutes and two bottles of water later, his body aching as though he’d just been beaten, no oxygen left in his bloodstream, he finally collapsed on the padded bench.

He snagged his phone and hit up a number. A click sounded in his ear, and then Jak’s, “S’all good, G. No one’s been around.”

“Has she left the house at all?”

“Nope. But she will later. She’s meeting the biker’s sister at a club downtown. Ten o’clock. Nick was pruning and overheard her on the phone. Said she didn’t sound too enthused.”

Jak would have also heard the conversation from the listening devices they’d placed in Eva’s house. Violating her privacy had been a necessity. They couldn’t be blind to her movements. Had to be aware of any plans she made.

Like tonight. A club? His innocent beauty in a nightclub? With a friend that was just as attractive as Eva but in an entirely different way? Fuuuck. The vultures would be out for blood the second the girls walked through the doors.

So would Gabriel.

“Stay close. Text me the name and location of the club. We’ll be inside just before ten. Let me know if her plans change.”

He dropped the phone next to his twitching thigh and bent to rest his elbows on his knees. Then he smiled. Looked like he was reverting to the old ways of picking up women in bars.

He tossed back a last swig of water before standing to throw the empty plastic bottle into the recycle bin next to the wall just as Alek walked through the opaque glass door, his Tom Ford looking overly formal against the black mats and training equipment. He slapped a folded newspaper onto the bench before going over and leaning against the mirrored wall.

“Not the kind of attention you need right now.”

Gabriel grabbed the paper and flipped it open. The success of last night’s gala was the headline, the story and two photos beneath. Photo number one was the front view of the Crown Jewel. Photo two was of him and Eva. The caption under the picture read Entrepreneur Gabriel Moore, co-owner of the Crown Jewel, and Eva Jacobs.

He studied what the photographer had captured. Christ. The way he was holding her, melded to his side, it looked as if he’d had her hundreds of times. The way she was looking up at him, eyes wide, cheeks flushed. She looked like she wanted him to have her hundreds more.

“That’s guaranteed to bring out the wolves,” Quan said from over his shoulder. “But it’s a good look on you, G. I like it.”

So did he.

He folded up the paper and tucked it under his arm.

“You know Stefano is going to see that,” Alek interjected, crossing his arms over his chest. “My uncle, too, if I know him. You also know it’s going to cement your brother’s decision to come after her.”

Gabriel gritted his teeth. Of course he knew that. “Vasily’s still incommunicado. He managed to send a text at five this morning saying he’d be on the radar again in a few days.” He’d been relieved to get the message. There was nothing worse than not hearing from one of your own for a long period of time. The mind always went for the negative scenario. “In Stefano’s case, I say we go to him. Preferably before he sends another flunky. Or comes to Seattle himself.”

“I think that’s the only option left to us,” Alek agreed. “When do you want to leave?”

“In the next day or so. I’ll let you know.”

Alek nodded. “Now that that’s settled, let’s go to the restaurant and eat. I’m sick of room service.”

The three of them filed out of the gym and went down the hall toward the elevator.

So much for cleaning up and heading out to Mercer Island. In a perfect world, Gabriel would have killed the club idea and kept Eva under wraps until his brother could be dealt with. But the world they lived in was far from perfect.

The ding of the bell announced the arriving elevator car. They entered the large space, joining a young, obviously newlywed couple—judging by the brand-new sparkling ring set on the woman’s finger. They nodded a greeting, and even though Quan and Alek were polite—Quan mentioning of all things, the weather—the way the round little blonde pressed herself into her husband’s arms, you’d think one of them was holding a blood-dripping butcher knife.

For two cents he would have let her know he wasn’t the brother she had to watch out for. But that the psychopath might very well be on his way.

 

† † †

 

Being Sunday, it took no time at all to get into Seattle and even less to find parking. An Audi R8 pulled out of a spot just down the street from the club, and Eva slipped her Ford Focus right in and cut the engine.

She checked the side mirror before getting out. “Come on,” she murmured as a car slowly pulled up. “I’m not leaving,” she added when it stopped next to the one parked behind her.

After a few beats, waiting with her fingers on the door handle, the car’s headlights blinding her, she grabbed her purse and got out, tugging at the short hemline of her dress as she gave the unseen driver an apologetic wave for the misunderstanding.

Fighting the stupid butterflies that always came before going to a club, she distracted herself by peering into the windows of the shops she passed as she made her way up the sidewalk. She paused to ogle a pair of heels and was about to move on when, through the window’s reflection, she saw that same sedan still inching down the street. She glanced at the line of parked vehicles, hoping to see one pulling out so the mystery car could pull in…

All were empty and still.

Fighting a shiver and trying not to let her imagination get the better of her—or her memory—she started walking again, passing a good amount of foot traffic coming in the opposite direction. It wasn’t like someone would try “giving her a message” with so many witnesses around.

And Gabriel had thought the message thing was a ruse to distract her anyway, so she shouldn’t worry. Right?

She bit her lip and ignored the disappointment that came with the reminder that he hadn’t gotten in touch today.

Yeah, and neither had the police. She’d assumed they’d want to know if she wanted to press charges against her assailant. Or, at the very least, she’d thought they might want her side of the story. But she’d heard nothing.

 She refrained from looking over her shoulder. What if the police had questioned the guy and then released him because they’d had no real reason to hold him?

Unable to help herself, she turned just a little and focused on her periphery—

She almost stumbled when she saw the car now trolling alongside the parked vehicles, hanging a few meters behind her.

Shit, shit, shit!

Forcing herself to keep a steady, seemingly unaffected pace as she neared the line that had formed in front of the club, she almost clapped when she spotted Nika standing off to the side, looking drop-dead gorgeous in a green slip dress that covered much more than Eva’s did. She practically tackled her friend.

“Whoa!” Nika laughed, returning her tight hug. “Nice to see you, too.”

“The green car.” Her voice was trembling. “Is it still at the curb?”

“What?” Looking perplexed but instantly on alert, Nika’s gaze went beyond her, silver hoop earrings winking in the flashing lights from above. “It’s just leaving. Why? Who is it?”

Eva finally turned and watched the car slowly drive off down the street. Unfortunately, the tinted windows made it impossible for her to see anyone inside. “I don’t know. But I’m pretty sure they were following me.”

“Are you serious?”

She stepped back after noticing the entertained looks they were attracting from a group of guys, and as they took their place in line, recounted, first, her meeting with Stefano Moretti, and then the almost-attack the night before. She left Gabriel out of the story altogether—for the time being.

“And now that car. Do you think I’m being paranoid? Because I can hear myself and I sound paranoid.” She rubbed the goosebumps off her arms.

Nika gave her wrist a light squeeze. “Why didn’t you tell me about this Moretti guy? If I’d known you were so spooked, I never would have insisted on coming here. God, Eva.”

“I thought it was behind me and I didn’t want to pass up a night out with you.”

Nika blinked rapidly, smiling as she reached forward to tuck an escaped lock of hair behind Eva’s ear. “You’re sweet but stupid. Seriously, though, has Caleb found out why those guys were in his place?”

Eva shrugged. “He texted last night and had nothing. If he found something today, he’d have let me know. I texted him anyway, but he didn’t reply.”

“He will. I can’t believe that bastard last night. And at your mom’s fundraiser, too. Eva, I’m so sorry.” They moved up in line. “If I’d been able to come with you, maybe it wouldn’t have happened.”

If Nika had come with her, maybe Gabriel wouldn’t have happened either. Guilt poked at her when she felt relief that her friend had had other plans. “What did you guys end up doing last night?”

Nika’s face closed up and she looked everywhere but at Eva. “Oh, uh, we went to the movies. It was the premiere of some shoot-’em-up-look-at-my-pipes thing. No eye-candy, so I nodded off through most of it. You know what?” A mischievous smile curved her mouth. “I bet the guy in the car was trolling you because he couldn’t get enough of your smokin’ bod in this awesome dress.”

Eva snorted. “I can’t believe you bought this thing for me,” she grumbled as she looked down at the shimmering silver-blue sheath. “I mean, it’s pretty, but there’s nothing to it. You’re lucky I love you too much to hurt your feelings by burning it.”

“Are you kidding? It’s perfect. Caleb would kick both our asses if he saw you. Me for buying it, you for wearing it. How is he?”

“He’s good but misses you. Says he doesn’t get why you won’t move to New York and start over.” Eva watched closely, but all she got was a warning look.

“Don’t start on me, Eva,” was the subject closer that time.

They reached the entrance and, after showing the overly ripped bouncers their IDs, entered the club. The place was packed as they made their way to the end of the bar with the lights and base thumping to match their heartbeats. The high tables for standers and table and chair combos for those who wanted to sit were all taken, as were the booths surrounding the dance floor.

After ordering drinks, they moved off to the side and lucked out when a trio of inebriated women a little older than them stumbled away from one of the small round tables. They pounced on it.

“So, aside from your new admirer,” Nika said. “How was your day?”

“Boring. Yours?”

Nika shrugged. “Same.”

“Nothing new going on,” she pressed.

“No, Eva.” Her friend sipped from her Mojito. “It’s the same…” She shrugged again. “It’s just the same. You must be missing your mom now that you’re home, surrounded by her things. How’s your OCD?”

“Nika!”

“What? We all know you have it. Or a touch of it anyway.”

All, meaning Nika and Caleb. Did they discuss Eva’s tendency to…tweak things? She would have felt attacked but couldn’t when she remembered putting off her shower today so she could rearrange the toiletries under the bathroom sink. Labels out, large bottles in the back, small in the front, fat bottles next to fat, narrow next to narrow, none of them actually touching.

She sighed and took a drink of her Cosmo before changing the subject. “By the way, I sort of met someone last night.”

Nika’s head whipped away from where she’d been checking out the dance floor. “What does that mean? Like you met…someone?” Her expression was alive with curiosity.

Eva nodded, picturing Gabriel. “Nika…” She hesitated, not sure what to even say about the man who’d made her want to end a twenty-three-year chastity streak. “He was really, really something.” She peeked up from where she was tapping her nails together and was surprised to see a satisfied smile on her friend’s face.

“Finally,” she thought she heard Nika say before she asked more clearly, “Who is he?”

“Well, he’s actually the owner of the Crown Jewel. The hotel where the gala was held last night.”

“I know the Crown Jewel. Everyone in Seattle knows the Crown Jewel. Holy shit!”

Eva laughed. “Right?”

“How did you meet?”

She explained having seen Gabriel first in New York and then again last night. When she got to the part about it being Gabriel who’d intervened with her attacker, she could tell Nika instantly fell in love.

“Good man,” she said firmly. “And you saw him first in New York? So this is like kismet! How romantic! I can’t believe your time has finally come. I thought it never would. I’m so excited for you, hon. God, if anyone deserves some happiness—or even just a sweaty roll in the hay—it’s you.”

She took a gulp from her glass and kind of laughed. Could Nika know how lonely she’d been lately?

“Seriously, aside from your mom, and me and Caleb, you’ve never really had anyone else in your life to care about you the way you deserve.”

“Everyone deserves to have someone love them, Nika. Just because I didn’t grow up in a big family and have a ton of friends doesn’t mean I was deprived of anything. What I had was enough.” Until now.

“Oh, I know. I didn’t mean you missed anything, other than having a father. Just that you deserve more.”

Eva then shared the news about her new job and received the expected enthusiastic congratulations. Until the part about moving back to New York was revealed.

“Oh, come on! You just got home!” The panicked look on her friend’s face struck Eva right in the chest.

“I know. But it’s a great opportunity. Why don’t you come with me?” she pleaded, setting aside her now-empty glass. “Cut your losses here. I know—Caleb and I both know, even though you won’t admit it—that things aren’t going well for you. Talk to me, Nika. Please.”

Her friend’s gaze darted around the room as if the boogeyman were about to jump out at them. “I can’t. As much as I’d like to tell you everything.” She shook her head, her anxiety palpable. “I can’t. Just know that…shit. Listen, I’ll follow you as soon as I’m able. Now, please don’t ask me about my marriage anymore, because I won’t involve you. I just can’t. Not you or Caleb.” Her hand trembled as she raised her glass and drained the contents.

“Nika…you have tell—”

“No. Now promise me you’ll drop it. Promise me, Eva,” she stressed, her jaw tight.

“I…but…is he hur—”

“Eva! Promise. Me.”

“Okay, okay.” Even though she was loath to do so, Eva promised. “I won’t push anymore. Just…if I can help in any way, you know I’m here for you.”

“Of course I know that. I’ve always known that. You and my brother…” Nika’s smile was tender and a little too bright. “I just can’t involve you guys. Now let’s drop it and try to have a good time, okay?”

Eva nodded but wasn’t sure she’d be able to pull that off.

 


SEVEN

Gabriel stood at the bar in the packed nightclub, feeling as if someone had snuck up and ball-peened him in the temple without him noticing.

He, Alek, and Quan had arrived before the girls. And now here he stood, slack jawed, the pounding music killing him with the dirty all-about-fucking lyrics as he ran his eyes down the length of Eva’s scantily clad body. Possessive fury surge through his body. What. The. Fuck.

“Who’s the redhead?” Alek asked over the noise.

“The biker’s sister.”

“Surprised he left her out here on her own,” Quan said from his other side.

“She’s married.” He watched Eva move around the small table and leaned in to say something in Nika’s ear—

A steamy shot of desire blew his brains out. Oh, maaan. He sucked in a sharp breath and held it, raising his eyes to the ceiling as he fought for control.

Her dress.

Her dress had no back. From nape to tailbone, fragile ribs to fragile ribs, she was completely bared for all to see.

He didn’t like that. Jesus Christ, he did not like that.

“Boys,” Jak greeted as he joined them at the bar. “A car met up with her just before the bridge and tailed her all the way in. Took off when she joined with the smokin’ redhead. Who the fuck is that?” He gave Nika a long look and whistled appreciatively.

The news of the tail didn’t sit well with Gabriel. “She’s married, so put it away. Did you get a look at the driver?”

“Couldn’t without revealing myself or losing her, so no. I’ll run the plates in a second.”

“What’s your guess?” Gabriel asked. “Another of Stefano’s guys or the PI?” He’d prefer the latter at this point. At least the private investigator wouldn’t be a danger to her. Unlike the others.

“PI for sure. The guy had a few clear stretches where he could’ve nudged her off the road but didn’t.”

Shit. Regardless who’d been in the car, Stefano was closing in.

And so were the three guys standing not far away eyeing the girls, no doubt plotting how to maneuver to their table.

Jealousy was new to Gabriel. Unfamiliar. Fucking sucked, to be honest, because he wasn’t sure how to deal with it. Should he act on it, get it out of his system?

He pictured smashing a couple of heads together.

His mouth turned down and he nodded slightly. That would feel good.

Or should he ignore it? Wait for it to pass. Allow the trio—who now looked as though they were arguing over who would get which girl—to make their play and get shot down. Let nature take its course.

He snatched up his fresh Stoli and swallowed it whole. “She’s mine,” he growled as he slammed his empty glass on the bar top…just as a break came in the music.

Alek, Quan, and Jak stilled, tossing questioning looks in his direction. They’d heard his statement, and he couldn’t fault their reaction. It was an astounding claim coming from him.

Jak eventually nodded as if it wasn’t news.

Quan did the sign of the cross before kissing his three fingers and sending them skyward, as though offering a prayer of thanks.

Alek’s eyes narrowed. “Your responsibility. Right?”

“No.” That was the only explanation he offered as he watched Eva remove the clip from her hair so that the mass could fall down her back in the darkest of waves. Better.

Jak slapped the bar with an open palm. “I’m heading out before the jealous tears come. I’ll be available again at oh-six-hundred, boys. See ya.”

Once Jak was gone, Alek turned back to Gabriel. “What’s this about, G? Fucking her? Or something more.”

Gabriel clenched his jaw and cursed his big fuckin’ mouth. “I’m not talking about this with you, brother.”

“Why?”

“Because.”

“That’s it? ‘Because’? You sound like Vincente.”

“Nah. If I’d been trying to sound like V, I’d have added a fuck-off in there somewhere.”

“True. You’re lucky my uncle loves you the way he does.” Alek leaned his back on the bar. “Imagine if this was Maks or V. We’d be finding body parts in the most unexpected of places. You know that, right?”

Gabriel nodded but didn’t say anything as memories surfaced. He, Alek, and Vincente had met in middle school. They’d all grown up in the life; Alek under Vasily, Gabriel under the Moretti boss, Vincente under a Moretti lieutenant. But Alek’s was the only home they’d gravitated toward. Because that’s where they found the love and acceptance they should have received from their own families.

Vasily Tarasov. He’d been the draw. With his seemingly casual advice and let-me-give-you-a-hint way of communicating, the Tarasov Pakhan had helped shape Gabriel and his boys into the men they were today. He’d brought Maks into the fold when Gabriel, Alek, and V were juniors in high school, bringing the detached giant back with him from Russia. To this day, none of them knew the gritty details of that trip. It had taken a while, but the three of them had eventually gained the abused kid’s trust and welcomed him into their circle.

Vasily had helped them all, and now Gabriel was disrespecting the man by giving in. Accepting defeat in the face of an attraction stronger and more demanding than anything he’d ever experienced. This shit with Eva wasn’t about fucking. It was…

Yeah. No. He wouldn’t label it, he thought as he watched Nika drag Eva to the dance floor. And he wouldn’t deny it. Couldn’t, no matter the fallout. Because, despite his walk down memory lane, despite Vasily’s acceptance and easy aid, his understanding and all those discussions regarding Gabriel’s mangled emotions when he’d made a kill that was expected of him, Gabriel didn’t have what it took to hand Eva’s care over to Alek and walk away.

Flames licked at his skin as he watched her dance. She stood out in the grinding crowd like an onyx jewel dropped into a toy box full of broken Lego pieces, her movements graceful, the sway of her hips smooth, her arms rising sinuously above her head as her bare back curled and straightened with an ease that made him itch to get her under him. Both girls were stunning, Eva nightfall, Nika sunrise.

His phone vibrating yanked Gabriel out of his head and he withdrew it to glance at the screen before bringing it to his ear. “Paynne.”

“Eva texted again this afternoon,” the biker reported. “Wants to know if I’ve learned anything new about your brother’s visit the other day. I can’t put her off forever, Moretti. What can I tell her?”

Fuck. “The truth,” Gabriel suggested. “That you don’t know why he was there.”

In Paynne’s original debriefing a couple of months ago, it had been the Russians that had been the threat, so the biker hadn’t been informed of Stefano’s vendetta, only that the boss and Gabriel were brothers. Gabriel would have to let Vincente, who was his and Paynne’s usual go-between, know it was okay to fill in the blanks.

“The truth. Right,” Paynne snorted. “She’d be pissed as hell if she found out I only came to New York to watch her ass. That I lied to her about it for weeks.”

“I wouldn’t recommend full disclosure,” he said dryly. “Might make for an awkward pickup at the airport when she returns next week.”

“When she what?”

“She’s filling a position at TarMor and will come back with me when I relocate to the Manhattan office. It’ll make watching her that much easier.” Among other things.

“Shit. My sister’s gonna freak. So is Vex when he hears me tell Eva we’re amateurs who can’t find out why some goon broke into my place. She’s not gonna swallow that, Moretti. She’ll question why I’m letting it go.”

“Then you better think of something plausible to tell her before she does. Later, Paynne.”

As he tucked his phone away, he saw Quan smoothly making his way between the loosely packed bodies to intercept the trio of gawkers who’d been discussing the girls earlier. They’d decided to make their move, it seemed. Quan motioned them in, as if about to share a secret, and said something that had all three sets of eyes widening and shifting to where Gabriel stood with Alek. The tallest in the group adjusted himself, giving Gabriel some idea as to what Quan had threatened. They gave up on their prey and scampered toward the rear of the club without a backward glance.

Quan returned, taking up his position on Gabriel’s right, not a word spoken.

But, then, none were necessary.

 

† † †

 

Ian Preston slid his credit card out of the slot on the front of the pump and lifted the nozzle while chomping down on the TUMS in his mouth. He turned and nearly choked on the chalky remains when he saw that mean fucker with the stupid hairdo leaning against the quarter panel of his car. What the hell? Had the Moretti underboss followed him to Seattle? Did they think he was gonna fuck them over?

Tempting. But he wasn’t stupid.

“Hey,” he said around his now-thudding heart. Had to can it with the fuckin’ burgers. “Where’d you come from?”

“Where is she?”

Dammit. How the fuck had he gotten involved with these guys? Fuckin’ mafia. Why hadn’t he listened to his mother—may she rest in peace—and become a plumber? He could’ve been lookin’ at some chick’s tits while he unplugged her sink. Maybe got a blow job from some desperate housewife. But no. He’d wanted to play spy. So here he was, screwin’ around with the fuckin’ Moretti family.

“Had to bail at the club she landed in,” he explained to Furio, at the same time reciting what he remembered from the prayer his mother—may she rest in peace—had taught him when he was a kid. “She met up with the redhead and they tagged me. Didn’t want ’em gettin’ suspicious. They’re ’bout six blocks over.”

“Give me her home address.”

Man, he really didn’t like this guy. But seeing no other way, Ian took out his pad—no electronics for him—and rattled off the girl’s addy. The girl he kinda had a crush on. The one who reminded him of that chick from those Transformers movies.

An innocent girl who didn’t deserve to have this fuckin’ guy knowing where she lived. What if he hurt her? Did some weird sexual shit to her?

Furio’s eyes met his, and Ian really had to work hard not to take a step back. “Go home, tubby,” the underboss drawled as he turned away. “And go on a fuckin’ diet before you drop dead where you stand.”

Ian’s lips thinned, his face burning with humiliation. A humiliation he’d lived with for too many years; ever since he was a kid sitting in that doctor’s office with his worried mother, listening as they talked about something called a thyroid. He hadn’t known then that the malfunctioning little fucker in his neck would cause him nothing but abuse from guys like Furio Abella, the bully who’d just climbed into a sweet ride and driven away.

Ian pulled out his puffer. As he pushed down on the pump and inhaled the meds, he couldn’t help but think that payback wasn’t as much of a bitch as people thought. He kind of liked her.

Not as much as he liked the Transformers girl. She was a nice one. Even as pretty as she was. Didn’t seem stuck-up at all. She’d even held the door open for him when he’d followed her into a Starbucks a couple of weeks ago on Broadway.

The Morettis should go at it, he thought as he pumped the handle to reach an even number on the gauge. Gabriel could kick Stefano’s ass for getting the girl involved in whatever shit they had planned for her. Although, neither of the brothers seemed to be a threat to her. It was Furio that Ian worried about.

And he was rarely wrong. He knew how to read people. Always had.

Stefano was a follower, even though he was boss. Was tough but not much of a threat unless provoked.

Furio was a cruel wannabe, the type one had to watch out for because they stopped at nothing to get what they wanted.

Gabriel Moretti? Now he was a smart one, and dangerous. But fair. Ian had seen that in the first week he’d tailed the guy. You didn’t fuck around with him, because he’d bust you up, but he didn’t bust anyone up unless they fucked around with him. Fair.

And it seemed like all three men wanted one thing.

The pretty Transformers girl.

Ian smiled as he looked at the couple staring out from the folded page of the Times that sat on the front passenger seat of his rental. If he’d chosen for her, he’d have gone with that brother, too.

Hopefully Gabriel didn’t have a crew like Stefano’s. Otherwise the girl was fucked.

 

† † †

 

Eva had just taken a sip from her second Cosmo when she nearly sprayed what was in her mouth all over her and Nika. A clearly pissed off Kevin was pushing his way through the crowd toward their table.

He’d gained some weight and cut his light-brown hair to the wood since the last time she’d seen him, but his hooded brown stare was as cold as ever.

“Hey, girls.”

Nika’s head swung around so fast Eva was surprised she didn’t snap her own neck. Dread swamped her friend’s features. “Kevin! What are you doing here?”

“Tubs and Junior are at the bar. Thought I’d meet ’em for a drink, since you took off.” He stepped closer to the table, looming, like he was trying to intimidate them. Evidently Nika had come out against his wishes. “You mentioned a new club. Didn’t think you meant this one,” he added through tight lips.

Nika’s gaze met Eva’s and her eyes said it all: Sure he didn’t.

“You don’t look happy to see me, Niki.” An odd edge roughened his voice. “Is it a problem that I showed?”

Hoping to avoid a scene, Eva looked beyond Nika’s tense features to scan the bar for Kevin’s friends, offering, “Why don’t you go get your friends and join—”

Her gasp was swallowed up by the music when her searching gaze clashed with a familiar pair of eyes that were currently trained on her.

Gabriel, towering over the people around him. Dark. Utterly commanding.

Excitement bloomed under her skin, making her flushed and hot. How could he do that to her with just a look? she wondered as he said something to the guy beside him—his business partner. Quan was there, too.

She straightened, her lower belly twisting with anticipation as she watched Gabriel approach their table. He wore black pants and a gray summer-knit that had the sleeves pushed up to expose his muscular tattooed forearms. The top two buttons were undone to reveal an obsidian wolf tooth hanging by a chain. His only other adornment was the heavy ring on his thumb and a chunky platinum watch on his left wrist. He was low-key and all the more gorgeous for it.

When he reached her, he didn’t say a word, just extended his hand.

Without thought, she touched her fingers to his palm and was immediately enveloped in his strong grip.

Mmm. Yes. There it was again. That…that…feeling. God, what was that?

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Nika and Kevin stop talking, the two of them watching her curiously. She gave Nika’s arm a light squeeze as she passed and took a calming breath as Gabriel steered her to the far edge of the dance floor. But instead of leading her onto it, he continued on and brought her to an empty corner, tucking her into it so that if she wanted to leave, she’d have to go through him to do it.

“I thought we were going to dance.” She gazed up at him, her pulse hammering erratically because her memory of him hadn’t done him justice.

His mouth curved in a sexy half smile. “I have limits. And holding your half-naked body in a crowded club would test them.”

She frowned. “I’m dressed no differently than any other girl here,” she defended.

“You put them all to shame.”

Before she could even think to be flattered by that, he went on.

“But I gotta tell you, you’re showing way too much skin. And while I would enjoy that in private, standing around here watching others do so is…” His mouth tightened and he shook his head once. “It’s enraging, in a word.”

Her eyes widened and she instinctively understood the possessive sentiment. Understood it on a level that reached deep into a place that wasn’t in the least bit familiar to her. It was new and exciting and naughty, but also chilling and scary as hell. Dangerous. To her mind. And heart?

“You know,” she cleared her throat as the sadness that had lived in her mom’s eyes flashed through her mind. “I’m not sure…uh…” She placed her hand on her stomach, suddenly feeling sick. “Maybe we shouldn’t…” She paused as fear erupted inside her.

True fear.

But not of him.

The fear came from what he made her feel. She was helplessness against it. Defenseless.

As if to prove it, Gabriel brought his hand up to cup just below her ear, running his thumb softly along her jaw. When he drew her forward, she went willingly. She fucking went right to him. Couldn’t help it. His other hand landed on her nape before his fingers traced down the length of her back. She swayed into him, lips parting, heat blooming between her legs.

Her response had his eyes blazing and she felt the intense scorch on her skin. “I understand why this makes you wary. But I give you my word that I will honor and respect you as I’ve never done with another. Please trust me on that, Eva.”

Not only taken aback by the archaic reassurance, she was deeply touched that he’d recognized she’d needed to hear it. Butterflies battered her stomach when his gaze lowered to her mouth, because, scared or not, she knew she was going to give in to this. Just for a little while. She’d blame a basic human need to connect with others.

“Um, that’s really sweet.” She pulled back, trying to put some distance between them. “But how do I know you don’t say that to every woman you want to sleep with?”

He cupped the back of her head and bent to her ear again, and she had to put her hands on his waist to keep herself steady in her heels. “One, having to convince a woman to come home with me is new. Two, no woman I’ve ever met has come close to earning such a vow from me.”

He shifted so that his lips could brush hers lightly, teasingly, and Eva immediately felt herself began to melt into him. The first explanation was understandable, if sort of “enraging”, the second was chill as fuck. But she believed him.

He lifted his head. “Are you ready to get out of here?”

She was about to nod when she remembered Nika. Shit! She peered around Gabriel’s shoulder but couldn’t see her friend. “I can’t leave yet,” she said with an embarrassing amount of disappointment in her voice. “I came with my friend.” She pulled back, finding it hard to concentrate with the feel of him against her. All that heat and muscle. “Would you mind if we had a drink with her and her husband? Or, I suppose, I could come to the hotel—”

“I don’t mind meeting your friends,” he cut in.

Oh. Well, that was sweet. “Okay.” Nika was going to freak out. “Just a warning; Kevin’s odd. Don’t take anything he says too seriously.”

At Gabriel’s nod, she led him back to the table. Nika and Kevin were still there but no longer talking, and before Eva could do much more than smile an apology, her friend raised a hand.

“Don’t get comfortable.” There was a new tightness in her voice. “We’re leaving.” Her eyes went to Gabriel. “But you might like to make introductions before we go.”

Eva drew him forward. “This is Gabriel. Gabriel, this is my best friend, Nika.”

A faint smile curved Nika’s lips. “Ah. Eva was just telling me about you.”

An unreadable expression crossed Gabriel’s face. “Was she,” he mused as he shook her friend’s hand.

“Yup. This is…Kevin.” Nika motioned beside her, and Eva barely stopped herself from grimacing at the hesitation.

Gabriel gave Kevin a nod when the idiot didn’t move a muscle to indicate he would be as polite as his wife by shaking hands.

“Lucky I came out,” he said, eyeing Gabriel and his friends as he took a pull from the bottle of beer in front of him. “Didn’t know you were in the habit of hookin’ up with strangers, Eva. Gonna hafta’ rethink allowing you to hang with my wife.”

As Nika wilted, Eva bit her tongue. She knew Kevin had no manners, but he normally took the coward’s way out by being passive-aggressive, making his insults appear as jokes. Not tonight, apparently.

But remembering her promise, she forced a smile and reached out to give Nika’s shoulder an affectionate squeeze. Then she completely ignored the asshole staring at her—hoping for a reaction?—and touched Gabriel’s forearm.

“Since they’re leaving, we might as well go.”

Banked fury simmered in those dark green eyes that were now drilling a hole through Kevin.

Eva practically dove for his ear. “Please don’t say anything. It will only cause Nika more problems than she already has. We all know he’s a jerk, so let’s just leave it, okay?” She drew back and was just about to try to bodily yank him away when the tension seeped from his muscles. He gave Nika a respectful nod.

“It was a pleasure to meet you, Nika.” Then he focused on Kevin, his expression like granite. “I’ll let this slide because Eva asked me to, but if you ever speak to her like that again, I’ll personally deliver you to a hell you’ve only ever read about. You got me?” He stared and waited.

And waited.

Not moving a muscle until the coward nodded and muttered a gruff, “Yeah. Got it. Sorry, Eva. Was only jokin’.”

Nika grabbed Eva in a hard hug that had them both stumbling a few steps. “Oh, my God,” she breathed in Eva’s ear. “Where did you find him and where can I get one?”

“I’m so sorry.” Eva held tightly to her best friend. “I shouldn’t have called and asked you to come out tonight. Are you going to be all right?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. And don’t be sorry. I love our time together. It isn’t your fault or mine that he’s such a prick, so forget it,” she said dismissively as she pulled back. “He isn’t a prick, though.” She tipped her head toward Gabriel who was talking to Quan. “Holy shit, he’s fire. Nicely done, Ms. Almost-Not-A-Virgin, nicely done.”

Eva had to smile as she high-fived the offered palm, but her mind was still on the “prick” comment. That was the first time she could remember Nika actually admitting what Kevin was. Progress? She couldn’t confirm because of her promise, but she could hope.

“Thanks. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Yes please. I’ll need details so don’t forget a thing. And don’t be nervous—it’ll hurt less. And make sure you tell him it’s your first time. He seems like the type who’d want to know.”

“Nika!” she groaned, looking around to make sure they couldn’t be overheard.

“What. It’s not like it isn’t gonna happen. Look at the way he’s looking at you. I’m getting a sunburn, for chrissakes.” Her kooky friend clapped happily, the first truly joyful expression she’d had since Kevin had arrived at their table.

Eva chuckled as she took her clip out of her purse and twisted her hair up again. Was it sweltering in here, or was it just her?

Gabriel’s arm came around her then, his hand settling on her hip. “Ready?”

God, she hoped so, she thought as she nodded, and the two parties went their separate ways.


EIGHT

The ride to the Crown Jewel took mere minutes, and in no time, they were approaching a door marked Private in the underground car park. Two men stood off to the side.

“Everything quiet, boys?” Quan asked.

“S’all good,” replied the one who looked like a well-dressed bulldog.

Quan inclined his head and motioned her and Gabriel into a mirrored elevator before he and Alek, who Eva had been introduced to during the drive, joined them.

“Tell me about your friend’s husband,” Gabriel said as the doors slid closed. He hit the button marked thirty-five—top floor, naturally—before leaning against the wall, eyes down, hands buried in the front pockets of his pants, his expression tight.

“He’s not a very nice person.”

He made a sound in his throat. “Aside from that.”

Eva looked from him, to Quan, and then at Alek. All three of them had their heads down and were sort of slumped into themselves. Nervous as she was, she almost smiled because it looked almost like they were hiding from the cameras mounted conspicuously in opposite corners of the elevator.

“Eyes everywhere,” Gabriel murmured as though he knew what she was thinking.

“And you’re camera shy?” she asked sardonically. “In your own place?”

The bell dinged and the doors swished open. “Something like that.” He beckoned her out. “The husband?” he reminded.

Right. “Kevin’s an immature jerk who treats Nika like garbage.” Her heels clicked on the gray-and-white marble tile. No short nappy carpets for this corridor. “Caleb—Nika’s brother—and I have never liked him. He’s…” A corridor she was only now realizing she’d be traveling tomorrow morning, but in the opposite direction, a different person. The deed done. And the two men strolling alongside her and Gabriel knew that as well. Not the part about her being a virgin, but they had to be aware she and Gabriel were about to have sex.

Oh God. Her cheeks flamed. “Uh, yeah, he’s a dick.” Sorry, Nika, she said silently, needing something to talk about and using her friend’s personal life as a topic. “Nika’s really secretive about what’s going on between them, but she told me tonight that she’s going to leave him. With any luck, she’ll follow me to New York.” Goddammit, she was nervous now. And chatty. Probably annoying. “Oh, guess what? I got that job. I start tomorrow.”

Gabriel smiled down at her and she almost tripped. “Congratulations, sweetheart. That’s great news. When did you find out?”

“This morning.”

Alek and Quan stopped in front of two doors, one on each side of the corridor, and said their goodnights.

“Quan. Hold on.” Gabriel held his hand out to her as Alek disappeared into his suite. “Keys. Quan will have your car brought over.”

“Oh, no, that’s okay,” she hurried out, shaking her head, which had to have looked tomato-like again. “It’s fine where it is. He doesn’t have to go to the trouble. You don’t have to,” she said to Quan since he was standing right there.

He smiled. With sympathy? Did he know she was about to freak out?

“It’s no trouble, Eva.”

She waffled for a second, not wanting to make an issue out of something neither man seemed to think anything of. But she wasn’t used to having people do things for her.

“Well, if you’re sure.”

Gabriel flapped his fingers.

Not appreciating the gesture, she lifted her brows at him.

After a blink of surprise, he lifted one brow back at her.

Okay. She had to admit he did arrogance and intimidation better than anyone she knew. But when she took out her keys, in protest of his bullying, she bypassed his open palm and gave them directly to Quan.

“Thank you, Quan. I appreciate it.”

Appearing entertained, Quan nodded and headed back the way they’d come.

And then she and Gabriel were alone.

She glanced up to see a small smile playing on his lips. Would he still be amused when he found out how inexperienced she was in the bedroom? she wondered, swallowing hard.

With his hand on the small of her back, he ushered her to the end of the corridor where he placed his thumb on a pad to unlock the oversize door of the corner suite. He waved her into a spacious foyer that was all marble and low-placed lighting. She moved forward and stopped in the opening to an enormous room that was nothing but elegance and luxury. From the huge, razor-thin TV mounted above the fireplace to the posh furniture to the gorgeous dining table surrounded by twelve chairs, all Eva saw was wealth.

What the hell was she doing here with this man who was so far out of her league? No one could accuse her of aiming low, she supposed.

Time to lose your virginity!

O-kay! Show me a bazillionaire and I’ll give it up!

Telling herself to shut up, she bit her lip and looked around for anything of a personal nature that would humanize the man closing the door behind her.

There was nothing. Just tasteful sculptures and bowls, and vases filled with fresh flowers. Her gaze settled on what looked to be an exact replica of Constantin Brancusi’s Bird in Space. She narrowed her eyes. It had better be a replica, because she remembered reading somewhere that the authentic sculpture had sold for more than twenty-seven million dollars at a Christie’s auction some years ago.

“That’s fake, right?” she blurted like a moron, pointing at it carefully in case the breeze from her finger toppled it.

He chuckled. “No.”

That deep, smooth voice, even when uttering only one word, rippled hotly down her exposed spine. She exhaled sharply and stared at the gold piece, contemplating what to do next. Should she wait for him to make the first move?

Or was he waiting for her?

Did he expect some conversation first?

Or would he rather get right down and dirty?

Maybe she should just leave. Dammit. She was out of her element. Didn’t have a fucking clue what to do.

She took a breath and turned slowly to see Gabriel was propped against the door, his arms casually folded across that wide chest she so badly wanted to explore. His chunky platinum watch glinted in the light.

God, he was beautiful. And he made her ache. Everywhere. Her breasts tightened, her nipples pressing against the fabric of her dress.

“How long have you lived here?” she asked around the flutters in her stomach. The bland question likely crossed some invisible we’re-here-to-have-sex-not-get-to-know-one-another line, but it was either that or talk about the weather.

“About three years. I moved in after the renos were completed.”

Her eyes widened before she could stop them. “Three years? But…it looks like any other hotel room. I mean…” She faltered and bit her lip. “Not any room, because obviously this is more impressive than the average hotel.” She pressed her tongue to the roof of her mouth and took another breath. And finally went with honesty because that usually worked for her. “Your wealth is freaking me out. I’ve never been with anyone so…” She waved her hand to encompass the room behind her. “I don’t know what to call it without sounding ignorant. Your home looks like something from a magazine.” Impersonal and grandiose, she finished silently.

He inclined his head, looking stiff all of a sudden. “The men you’ve been with have been blue-collar?”

She cringed. “No. God, no. Not that there’s anything wrong with blue-collar. Or no collar for that matter. That wasn’t what I meant. I was referring to my friends at Columbia. Even the rich ones weren’t in your bracket.”

He nodded, and then he didn’t look as though he was thinking about it anymore as his gaze traveled the length of her body, making her skin tingle. “As cliché as it sounds, it’s only money, Eva. My office, where I spend most of my time, is more personal than this place. Anything with any real meaning is at my house on Long Island. I didn’t see the sense in carting it across the country when I knew I’d eventually cave and return home.”

“Last night you said you grew up in Queens. Do you have family there?” There was something about his mouth that drew her, and she watched, liking the way his lips moved as he talked.

“My parents are both gone. One brother still there.”

Because she was so engrossed in him, she noticed how his expression and tone changed. There was a mix of sorrow and bitterness in his voice.

“Do you see him often?”

His features hardened. “No.”

Uncomfortable with the glacial demeanor, she blurted, “I’ll bet your other women love all this, huh?” As she figuratively fell to her knees and flopped on the floor like a deflated balloon—had she always been so socially inept?—his expression turned wry.

“I’ve never brought another woman up here, sweetheart.”

Uh-huh. She doubted that but had enough sense not to call him a liar.

To his face, at least.

 

† † †

 

Gabriel studied his wildest fantasy in the flesh. She was here. In his place. Looking endearingly apprehensive. She wasn’t practiced. Didn’t have the coy, come-get-me look some women got in their eye the minute you had them behind closed doors.

Fuck. He wanted to tie her to his bed and keep her there for-fucking-ever.

He pushed off the door, loving the way her eyes flared. Placing a finger under her chin, he tilted her head up when she didn’t do so herself. So slowly, he ran the pad of his thumb across her full lower lip, inhaling her honey scent deep into his lungs.

“I want you to relax, Eva,” he ordered softly. “I meant what I said at the club. I will not disrespect you by treating you in any way you would find upsetting. If I do something you’re not comfortable with, you’ll tell me. I promise I won’t take offense.”

Those glittering sapphires gazed up at him and he tensed when he felt the brush of her fingertips at the base of his throat. “You speak a lot about respect.” She tentatively drew on the chain he always wore—a gift from Vincente’s late sister, Sophia—and glanced at the black crystal wolf tooth that had Matthew 6:14 engraved on it—For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. She tucked it away without asking about it—or what it meant to him. Respecting his privacy. Very nice.

“Respect, trust, and loyalty are more important than people think.”

“Because without them, even with love, a relationship is weak. I agree.” Her warm breath wisped over his hand as she impressed him.

Reached him.

As he stood there staring down at her, he felt her in a place that had nothing to do with getting his cock inside her. The lust he’d been battling for weeks, the basic, primitive need for nothing but sex with her, that simple want, continued to morph into something different. Something with fucking emotion attached. And that soft, tender something was nudging and coddling untouched territory in the area of his chest.

Disturbed, he dragged it back to the sex by saying, “I will respect your body, sweetheart. Be loyal while we’re together. And you can trust that I’m going to make you scream through more orgasms than your system will be able to handle.” His fingers gripped her hips, and he leaned down to whisper in her ear. “I’d like to begin. Tell me we’re done with this conversation so I can get you naked.”

She made a breathy sound and his cock hardened fully, pressing uncomfortably against his pants zipper. The air around them became sultry and hot as she placed her palms on his cheeks and pulled his head down to mesh their lips together. And, holy hell, did he like that. Her taking the initiative. Beginning, because she was as ready as he was.

When her tongue stroked delicately over the seam of his lips, his blood thundered in his veins. He didn’t hesitate to open and plunder the moist depths of her mouth. Feeding his need for her. Taking what he couldn’t fucking resist. His downfall. The goddamn woman was his downfall.

Slipping his fingers into her hair, he loosened the knot by fisting a handful and pulling her head back far enough to break the kiss. He didn’t want their first time being against the wall in his foyer.

“What’s wrong?” she whispered dazedly.

He bent and scooped her up, curling her into his chest. “Not a goddamned thing,” he assured her as he stalked to his bedroom.

 

† † †

 

When Gabriel all but tossed Eva into the center of a huge bed, she bounced once, her dress riding up around her upper thighs while she watched him reach back to swipe his shirt over his head. Without warning, her worries and what-ifs and maybe-I-shouldn’ts receded to the back of her mind.

Her focus realigned, landing on his massive shoulders, thick and corded with power, that pendant resting between his pecs while the ribbed, cut muscles of his stomach stood out like speed bumps on a highway. The light dusting of hair on his bronzed skin took nothing away from the tattoos she suddenly needed to explore at her leisure.

“You’re beautiful,” she breathed, her mind swirling with pleasure at the sight of him. The intent in his eyes was as intoxicating as the sensual half smile that flashed as he came forward, sinking his knee deep into the mattress next to her hip. He crowded her until she had no choice but to lie back on the pillows, and then he trapped her by placing his fists on either side of her head. His lips trailed down the side of her neck and along her collarbone, drawing a moan from her when his teeth grazed the sensitive area right below her jaw. As she stroked her palms over the raw power in his shoulders, she felt his fingers skim the neckline of her dress, knuckles brushing over the top swell of her breasts.

“I’ve been dying to do this all night. Are you ready?” The dark promise in his voice vibrated right into her bones.

“Yes.”

With a sharp, unexpected jerk, he tore her dress right down the front to expose her nearly naked body.

“Gabriel!”

“Now you can’t wear it again,” he murmured with a dark satisfaction as her hands came up in an automatic attempt to cover her bare breasts. “God, don’t do that.” His whisper was tortured as his hand moved in to halt the modest gesture. He sat back on his bent leg, his gaze boldly possessive as it swept over her, lingering on her beaded nipples, then going lower to travel down her stomach and past her hips to take in the small triangle of gray silk covering her sex.

Eva felt a flush creep up her neck. She wasn’t blind to her attributes, but she’d certainly never had them on display like this before. What if he found her lacking? Should she pose? Try to be alluring? What if she didn’t measure up to the other women he’d had?

“You are. Fucking spectacular,” he growled as his eyes locked with hers.

Oh. Okay. Her anxiety fluttered off when he slipped a hand under her ass to lift her hips…

But he simply removed what remained of her dress.

After lowering her back to the mattress, he stood and moved to the foot of the bed, his wide palm stroking over the top of her thigh and knee, then down her calf to her ankle. The lights of Seattle winked through the massive windows behind him as he removed her shoes, dropping each of them to the floor with a soft thud. His gaze never left hers, it held, connecting them as he hooked a finger under the narrow strap at her hip.

“This I don’t think I have to destroy,” he murmured, letting his fingertips glide lazily under the elastic, front to back, front to back. Eva’s muscles quivered every time he neared the inside of her thigh.

Unable to lie still any longer, she shakily rose to her knees, making his finger slip out with a snap. She cupped his strong jaw and ran her thumbs over his lightly bristled face, thrilled by the freedom she’d been given to touch him like this. Moving down, she feathered her fingertips across his lips and smiled when he inhaled sharply.

Total male perfection, she acknowledged as she shadowed a path down the length of his neck, watching his body ripple. Sweeping over the powerful hardness of his bare chest, she got a close-up of his ink. Her attention was captured by the beautiful piece covering his left pec. Black and gray, like all the others, this one was a destroyed steel cage, its door hanging off the hinges. Like someone had just escaped.

Making a mental note to ask about it later, she cautiously moved to the waistband of his pants and slipped the button free, moving right along to the zipper. When she peeked up again, she found him staring at her breasts. Her back arched all on its own, offering, her body wanting his touch.

His warm hands were on her immediately, and she gasped as pleasure flooded through her. He cupped and kneaded the sensitive mounds, driving her to distraction when his fingers rolled her nipples.

She slid the zipper of his pants down and almost protested when he released her to pull back. Within seconds, he stood there, lithe and powerful, without a stitch covering his form.

Eva gulped and tried not to stare. She failed miserably, gulping again in an effort to swallow her sudden anxiety. He was…very large. A few minutes ago she’d told him she was ready. Now she wasn’t sure her body could even prepare for that.

With a hand splayed over her sternum, he pushed gently until she was on her back again. He came down beside her all hot skin and solid muscle.

“You’re very, uh, impressive.” Please don’t hear the anxiety in my voice, she begged in mortification.

He grinned.

She swooned over the not-seen-enough expression.

“You have no idea how hard it is for me to be taking my time with you,” he surprised her by saying.

Oh, she knew how hard it was—she’d seen it firsthand. “Why are you? Taking your time, I mean.”

“I want you ready. And, if I have anything to do with it, this will be something you never forget.”

He didn’t allow her a moment to gather her wits after that charming statement before he claimed her mouth, his lips crushing hers, his tongue thrusting deliciously. His hand traveled over her ribs again, one gripping the curve of her waist while the other continued along her hip and down her outer thigh, making her squirm. Her legs drifted apart as her body craved more.

But he tormented her a little longer by grasping her calf, pulling her leg up, and rolling her over so that she was intimately sprawled across him. He removed the binding from her hair, hissing through his teeth as he ran his fingers through her heavy tresses.

“You really are fucking magnificent.”

She winced, knowing she wouldn’t be for long. He wasn’t going to think she was so great when she wimped out and begged him to get his massive snake out of her because it hurt.

Would it hurt though? She was so wet she could feel it on the insides of her thighs. That had to help, right?

Tell him, dummy! What if he’s beginning to think you’re an inconsiderate lover rather than a scared, inexperienced one?

Good plan. “Uh, Gabriel, I probably should have mentioned this before. Um, I’m kind of…new to this.” She spoke quickly, evasively—she didn’t want to throw out the V word in case he chivalrously told her to pack up and get out. “So, if, uh, I do something wrong, or don’t do something you’d like me to, please tell me, ‘kay?”

She held her breath when he froze, going still as a corpse.

What was he thinking? Was he going to end this?

God, she hoped not.

“What…what did you say?” he finally rasped.

She tried not to cringe as she traced patterns on his skin and cleared her throat. His uncharacteristic stammer was unsettling. “Sorry if that puts a damper…” She trailed off, feeling her shoulders bow ever so slightly. “I wasn’t going to say anything, but I don’t want you to be disappointed.”

Disappointed?

The word had her shifting, and that caused his hard shaft to rub directly between her legs in a way that made her want to grind harder.

She held off because she couldn’t get past that word. Disappointed? She might regret her inexperience right now, but she shouldn’t be ashamed of it.

She straightened her shoulders. Why should she be? She had nothing to apologize for here.

She tilted her chin up—an act of defiance against any chagrin she’d felt a moment ago—and finally looked at him. His lips curled up at the corners, as if he noticed the change in her. He gripped her upper arms and rolled over until he had her beneath him again.

“What are you telling me, Eva?”

“I’ve never had sex before,” she stated boldly.

Her legs, with a life of their own, flexed to hold his between them so he couldn’t run off screaming about virgins and their deception.

“Holy shit.” His words came out on a rough breath, his expression just shy of bewildered. “Eva…Jesus Christ.” He lifted and looked down her body. For what, she didn’t know. “Thank God you told me. Holy shit,” he growled again before claiming her mouth in a kiss that was so hot and wet it made her feel as if she were burning alive.

Guess he wasn’t going to bail.

She moaned into his mouth as he found her breast, his fingers teasing her nipple. When he switched his attention to the other, she squirmed and dug her fingernails into his forearm.

“More?” he asked against her mouth.

“More,” she demanded as her sex pulsed with need. She thrust her hips up and clawed hungrily at his shoulders. “Please.” She barely recognized her own voice as the plea fell from her lips.

One of his hands slid through her hair and he fisted a handful, pulling so that her back arched. He ducked his head and took a nipple into his mouth, sucking hard, then scraped his teeth gently against the peaked tip. Her back arched again as she cried out with pleasure, bucking against him.

But he wouldn’t be rushed. He teased and tormented while she moved, shifted, ground down, trying anything to ease the buildup that pulsed between her legs. Nothing helped.

Leaning on his shoulder, he reached down and grabbed the thin strap of her thong. He gave it a sharp tug, tearing the sides loose. The moment the silk fell from her body, he was cupping her. Her breath came out in a whoosh when he teased her sensitive folds with just his fingertips, spreading the wetness he’d created. She opened her legs wider, giving him better access.

“Gabriel…” Her breath hitched and then came even faster. Her hips came up to meet him as he sank first one long finger inside her and then two. He pulled back then thrust, repeating the action as his thumb circled around her clit.

Eva’s body shattered, burning through the first orgasm she’d ever had with a man. Electricity zinged along every nerve ending, his ministrations causing the sensations to go on and on, stealing reality from her, until she came back to feel Gabriel moving down over her stomach and hips, kissing and licking at her skin everywhere along the way.

Her eyes flew open when she felt his warm breath on her. He pressed her knees down to spread her wide, then flicked his tongue against her clit. She moaned low and long as he made a lazy pass from bottom to top, the sound rising in pitch as he slid his—three?—fingers inside her, giving her a satisfying fullness.

“Gabriel!”

He thrust deep, hitting her so right that her eyes watered and her throat thickened. She struggled to hold on to what little control she could still feel. But then that pressure was back, climbing again, stronger than before, the maddening feeling now just hanging there as he worked her, doing something…something…keeping her suspended. He teased her clit with his lips, then his tongue, before sucking it fully into his mouth. Just as she was about to rail in agony, she crested and fell.

She panted and moaned, writhing through the climax. Her inner muscles clamped and then relaxed, only to clamp down again and then finally let go.

Eva floated back into her mind to the feel of Gabriel’s lips on her inner thigh, kissing once, twice, and then a third time before he pulled away. He captured her gaze and prowled up her body, his smooth muscles bunching and rolling, a stalking predator, until their faces were level.

He held her eyes as he licked his lips. “Your pussy likes me.” The bold—obvious—statement had her gasping. He smirked and dipped his head into the crook of her neck to nuzzle so sweetly. “Beautiful little thing is in for a treat.”

As a laugh bubbled up and escaped her, he cupped her cheeks and kissed her. She tasted him, and herself, as she untangled her legs from his so she could wrap them around his waist. Tightening her thighs around his hips, she pushed her heels into his butt, wanting him inside her.

He held back, just the tip of his erection nestling into her folds. “Easy, baby,” he warned as he moved his hips, sinking a little deeper into her. And then a little more, slowly moving forward, and then back, working himself in. Her eyes rolled in her head at how good it felt.

“Gabriel. I’m good. Swear to God,” she promised, dropping little kisses on the sides of his mouth. “Give me more.”

He growled and surged forward, entering her fully, stretching, filling her.

Eva stiffened at the sharp sting, the heaviness feeling foreign yet incredibly right made more so by the pleasure roaring through her. She tentatively rolled her hips and, oh, God, just about came apart again.

Gabriel cursed softly and stilled, his body tense. She opened her eyes to see him watching her, his expression more open than she’d ever seen it.

“Eva…” His voice was husky. “Tell me you’re okay.”

“I’m okay,” she promised. “Please don’t stop.” She lifted her hips, taking him deeper. “Oh, yes, like that,” she praised as he began moving. “God, that’s good…so good…”

“Sweetheart…” He rocked his hips slowly and gently at first, then faster and harder. “Goddamn perfection. Just like I knew you would be.”


NINE

The dull light of a typical West Coast morning brought Gabriel into full awake mode. He aimed a drowsy glance at the clock on the bedside table and wasn’t surprised to find it was later than he normally slept. On any other day, he’d be settled in his office by now.

Not this morning. No way in hell.

Shifting his attention to the warm body cradled in his arms, he considered never going to work again. Eva was sleeping soundly, her hair spread all around. She had one hand fisted and tucked under her cheek and one of her long legs was draped over his.

A virgin.

A fucking virgin.

Christ. He couldn’t get over that. Humbled didn’t even come close to how he felt once he got through the possessiveness now coloring his every thought.

His cock hardened as he remembered how often they’d come together through the night. She’d been responsive. A sensual creature. One he couldn’t wait to have again and again…

Dread snaked its way into his thoughts, the reality of what he’d done threatening to ruin his morning.

Fuck. He was a selfish, egotistical asshole who deserved everything her father was bound to throw at him. How could he lay there replaying what they’d done when danger seemed to be lurking around every goddamn corner?

He ran a lock of her hair through his fingers as something dark and evil formed in his chest at the thought of someone harming her. He had to fix this. Make things right. And that meant a face-to-face with his brother.

Slipping his legs out from under hers, he got up and covered her with the sheet before shrugged into a robe and snagging his crumpled pants off the floor. After digging his phone out of his pocket, he turned it on but ignored the series of vibrations—messages begging for attention. He scrolled through and found a number for the hotel manager covering this shift. After he told her what he needed from the boutique downstairs, he disconnected.

His nape tightened in a way that told him he was being watched and he turned to find Eva in the same position he’d left her, only now her eyes were half-open and looking right at him. He dropped his pants and moved toward her like a magnet to metal, settling on the edge of the bed with a hand on her hip.

“Good morning.”

“Morning.” Her soft smile and sleepy voice was foreplay.

She stretched as she pushed herself into a sit with one arm, keeping the sheet across her breasts as she flipped her long hair over her head so that it fell like a waterfall down her back.

“What time is it? I should be getting dressed, huh? You probably have to leave for—”  She gasped, her eyes widening. “Oh, nooo!” Between one blink and then next, she was on her knees, all traces of warm sleepiness gone as if they’d never been. “What time is,” she demanded, jumping off the bed. “Shitshitshitshit!”

He surged to his feet and tried to avoid getting slapped by hands that were flapping around like little birds. Even in her agitated state she’d, unfortunately, taken the sheet with her to keep her naked body covered.

He grasped her shoulders firmly, stilling her. “What the hell’s wrong.”

“I start my new job today!”

Her endearing wail had him fighting a smile. That was it? “Eva. Sweetheart, it’s not even seven yet.”

She blinked up at him. “Oh.”

“We have plenty of time to get you to work.” Not that they couldn’t be late. He considered tumbling her back into the messy sheets but killed the idea when he remembered he had some explaining to do once they reached the office.

“Why don’t you shower while I take care of getting you something to wear.” Disappointment crushed him when he had to settle for kissing her and leaving her to clean up while he went out into the main room to wait.

When the knock came, he accepted the offered garment bag without thanking a grinning Jak, then went through to the bathroom to hook the hanger on the back of the door. He took only a few seconds to admire the tempting shape behind the frosted glass of the shower, then left to get his own shit together.

As he chose one from the many Armanis and Tom Fords hanging in his walk-in, he made some loose plans. He’d leave late this afternoon. Him and Alek. They’d go to New York, deal with this shit once and for all, and be back for Eva’s second day on the job.

His gut churned at the thought of possibly having to choose between her life and Stefano’s. Why the fuck had his brother brought them to this point? Fucking idiot.

Maybe he should take her with him. Keep her close.

Yeah. And make her that much more accessible to a man who wanted her dead.

Okay. So she stayed put. Fuck. He didn’t like that. Didn’t like any of this.

Leaving the walk-in, he stalled at the sight that greeted him.

The boutique manager had turned his request for something casual into a black-and-turquoise sleeveless summer dress. The black nail polish on Eva’s toes twinkled in the morning light as she slipped her feet into a pair of black sandals that had a beaded design across the top in the same color scheme as the dress. Her wet hair was twisted and secured to her nape with who knew what so that the slender column of her neck and throat were exposed.

She straightened and gave a start when she saw him, then ran a hand over the material covering her flat navel in a self-conscious gesture. “Thank you for this.” Her voice was curiously raspy in its discomfit. She bent and grabbed the heels she’d worn last night. “I have to go. You know, drive home. Change. Maybe eat something. You know…”

She trailed off as he approached, holding her eyes, not liking in the least how uncomfortable she appeared, even if it was her first morning-after. He lit up remembering that and dropped a kiss to the side of her neck. “Let me grab a quick shower and I’ll bring you to your car.”

She shook her head. “I’ve already put you behind schedule. No need to make it worse. I’ll find it on my own.”

His brows came down. “You haven’t done anything to my schedule, Eva. If I want to take a few hours because some exquisite creature wants to rock my world, then I’ll take those hours.” He kissed her shocked mouth. “Now go out and have a coffee. There’s a tray in the dining room. Help yourself to whatever else you find. It’s usually fruit and yogurt. I’ll be quick.”

Without giving her a chance to protest, he disappeared into the bathroom. If she was gone when he got out, she was going to be one very sorry girl, he vowed as he hung his suit on the door and dialed Quan.

“Hey.” His boy’s voice was sharp and alert.

“Morning. You around?”

“Just hanging in my room until I hear two sets of footsteps. You know, since her car is still in the garage.”

Gabriel’s lips twitched. “Listen for one in case she leaves without me. If she does, stay on her. But she shouldn’t.” He hoped she didn’t. “Have her car brought around. You’ll follow her home—”

“Jak will.”

“What?”

“Jak will follow her home. I’m on you.”

Of course. “Right. Tell Jak to follow her home, where she’ll change and then leave again right away. Once she makes it to the office, you two can meet up and hang until I need you later. Do you know if he ran the plates from last night?”

“Rental. Bob Miller. Figured a generic name like that would be exactly what it was, so we dug deeper. It was Stefano’s PI, who is now sweating it up at the warehouse. Seems the guy has a conscience. Had a letter in his pocket addressed to you. He told Jak he was going to drop it off at the hotel on his way to the airport.”

Gabriel frowned. “What’d it say?”

“‘They know about the girl. Keep her away from her house.’”

Gabriel nodded around his surprise at the gesture. “Get the fuck outta here.”

“No lie, brother.”

Shit. Eva was going home now. With Jak on her tail and Nick and Bobby T waiting for her return. She was covered.

“Let him go,” he said, getting back to the PI. “Warn him to fuck off, though. Without roughing him up. He was only doing what he was being paid to do. And keep his info, because he was damned good at his job. Then I want you to call Nick and tell him to head next door and do a sweep of Eva’s house. I also want Bobby T to comb the area, make sure no one’s hanging on the street.”

“Will do.”

“Thanks, man.”

He ended the call, catching his reflection in the mirror as he reached in to start the shower. Now that Eva knew them all, they were going to have a hell of a time shadowing her without her picking them off. She was no dummy. But they’d deal. Her protection was the most im—

Gabriel’s stomach dropped like he’d just taken a leap out his bedroom window.

Protection.

He hadn’t used anything last night. Not once.

Fuuuck.

Could Eva be on the pill? Or had she just been too caught up in losing her virginity to think about condoms. How the fuck had he forgotten about the box he’d tucked into his nightstand just yesterday morning?

Easy. He’d been with her.

An image of her naked body drifted through his mind, but it wasn’t until that image morphed into a pregnant Eva that Gabriel’s obsession hit a new level.

Jeeesus Chriiist, he thought as he quickly slammed a trap on that shit. What the hell was he thinking? A happy little fucking family wasn’t in their future. What would that even look like? Him, post punishment, rolling around in a wheelchair—or worse—with Vasily’s goddamn daughter dodging bullets while dragging their perfect fucking child around corners for the rest of their short lives?

Yeah. What sane woman would sign up for that? Because, despite having left that world in his rearview, most, if not all, of Gabriel’s friends still played integral roles in their respective families. Hell, Eva’s own father was a fucking Bratva Pakhan. Stefano was out for blood. The Baikov Bratva was in the shadows.

He cursed as he stepped under the spray. Bareback. Fuckin’ rookie mistake anyone over the age of consent should know not to make.

As he soaped up in record time, maneuvering around his rock-hard dick, he refused to even consider that forgoing protection might not have been an oversight at all, but subconsciously done.

 

† † †

 

Leaving Gabriel outside the Crown Jewel, Eva whipped home to get ready for her first day at TarMor.

While she changed into a bloodred dress she hoped screamed confidence, she overthought everything from Gabriel’s expression when he’d appeared in the dining room, wearing a custom-fit charcoal suit, to the hungry, verging-on-indecent goodbye kiss he’d given her before she’d poured herself into her car.

First one-night stand?

Or would he call.

Hadn’t arranged to see her again.

They weren’t eighteen-year-olds.

But what if he turned out to be one of those assholes who preyed on innocent—naïve—women? Sure, he’d said all the right things last night, she thought as she slipped her feet into a pair of black heels, but wasn’t that how womanizers operated?

As she drove back into the city, she waffled between sadness and relief.

The sadness came from knowing she might be forced to move on after an incredible experience with a man she was wildly attracted to. Though she wasn’t crazy about the idea of forever wondering what might have been.

The relief came from a similar place. Gabriel Moore was the kind of man a woman could get lost in, and after seeing how horribly that had worked out for her mom, Eva was in no hurry to experience it herself. Better to consider her first sexual experience a win and move on. No point in getting all romantic about it. And there was definitely no need for her to repeat history and have her life ruined by a guy just because he made her feel things she never could have imagined.

Made her body feel them, she clarified as she parked in a public lot. She was referring to orgasms, of course.

Of course, she assured herself as she grabbed her purse and briefcase and made her way into the building that housed her new, but temporary, office. Anxiety churned in her stomach—due to her thoughts or first-day-jitters she couldn’t say—as she walked through the mirrored lobby to reach two women sitting behind a long counter.

“Good morning. May I help you?”

She returned the attractive Middle Eastern woman’s friendly smile and greeting. “I’m looking for—”

“Ms. Jacobs?”

She turned to find a dark-haired, hazel-eyed man who belonged on the cover of GQ approaching.

“Markus Fane.” He extended his hand and she shook it. “Natalie said you’d be here around this time. Shall we?” He motioned to the elevator and moved her in that direction with a light hand on her elbow. She quickly wished the receptionist a nice day before she was led away.

They entered the half-full car and her handsome guide got down to business, not allowing for even one question as they stopped at various floors to let people off. After explaining that, aside from two large boardrooms, the owners’ spacious offices were the only two on the top floor of the building, the bell chimed once more to announce they’d reached their destination.

As Eva stepped out onto a winter-white tile, she thanked the chatterbox for the escort, even though she now felt more frazzled than she had before.

“My pleasure, Eva. We’ll likely run into each other throughout the day. Good luck.” He gave her a two-fingered salute as his smiling face disappeared behind the closing panels.

She looked left, wondering which way to go, and then right, where she caught sight of a man standing in front of an open door, his enormous frame backlit by…the daylight coming…from the…windows…behind…

Him.

Dread landed in the pit of her stomach, fighting for dominance with a dark hunger only one man had the ability to make her feel.

Total confusion forced her into motion. As she closed the distance between them, she gripped the handle of her briefcase and tried to think of some plausible explanation as to why Gabriel would be there.

She was still trying when the corridor widened into a reception area that had an empty desk and a handful of comfy-looking chairs that were also empty. With no expression, certainly no lingering softness that had been present a little over an hour ago, her lover stepped to the side and motioned her forward.

She stopped in front of him, not about to enter her boss’s office until she had some answers. “What are you doing here, Gabriel?” she whispered uneasily.

“Come inside and I’ll explain.”

“Is anyone in there?” she mouthed, pointing through the door.

He shook his head. “It’s just us.”

Nodding weakly, she moved past him, her breath catching when he shifted and their bodies—accidentally?— brushed. Not nooow, her brain sang in warning as she forced herself not to react—or pause to rub some more. To distract herself, she focused on her surroundings, taking in the walls lined with empty bookshelves and a beautiful view of Puget Sound. The office itself was modern, yet warm and comfortable with an obvious masculine touch.

Making for the black leather chairs in front of a huge desk—

She slammed to a halt.

No.

Shock rattled her bones as she stared at the nameplate sitting on the corner of the desk.

Gabriel Moore, CEO.

Her hand came up to cover her mouth. Oh, God. What had she done?

Dropping her hand, she turned to face her new fucking boss. His expression was still shuttered. Unreadable and immobile. Blank but for the tic working in his jaw. His hands were buried deep in the front pockets of his pants and, sheesh, could he intimidate without moving a muscle.

“What’s happening here? I’m supposed to be meeting Alekzander Tarasov.” She looked at the nameplate again, praying she’d somehow been wrong. Of course she wasn’t. “You’re not…Alekzander Tarasov,” she finished on a whisper, wanting to sink through the floor.

“Sit.” He indicated the chair on the right with a tilt of his chin, and she didn’t argue. She perched on the edge and watched him take the one directly across from her, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, his hands loosely clasped together in front of him.

“After I saw you in New York,” he began, “I did some digging to find out why you were at TarMor. Natalie forwarded me a copy of your resume, and the following day, a rundown on how your interview went—”

Eva held up a hand to stop him, her mouth dry as dirt. “The CEO I’m to work for is Alekzander—”

“You met Alek last night, and you’ll be working for me, not him.”

Her adrenaline production increased at that, her eyes widening as one puzzle was solved. That’s why Alek had looked so familiar to her; she’d seen his picture online when she was researching her new boss.

“Okay. I’m…” She tried to organize her thoughts. “Okay. So, when we met at the hotel the other night, you knew who I was? You knew I’d already interviewed for…? You knew the job I was talking about was this one.”

“Yes.”

The blood drained from her head at his affirmative. “And last night? You knew…when I said I’d been hired…” Holy…shit.

“Yes.”

At no time in her life had Eva ever felt so stupid. So gullible. Like such a fool. From minute one, this man had done nothing but lie to her. He’d played her like a sucker. He’d charmed her, taken her to his home, into his bed, had sex with her…and all the while, he’d known they’d be working together.

No. Not working together.

He was her boss.

“Why did you do this?” she whispered through numb lips.

He pushed out a rough breath as he surged to his feet, and, maddeningly, she couldn’t stop herself from devouring the fluid movement of his big body as he walked around the desk to sit in the large leather chair behind it. She wanted to kick her libido in the fucking face for it.

Their eyes locked as he leaned back, and the connection had her entire body coming to life. But her mind, oh, her enraged mind, overrode the physical reaction with no trouble. Fucking men and their selfishness, she seethed. How dare he do this to her? To any woman? Had he done it before?

The very idea stabbed at something inside her that was newly formed and fragile. Terrified over what it might be, she looked beyond it to the big picture. Not at this stupid, meaningless shit. It wouldn’t matter in the long run. None of it would. She wouldn’t let it.

“Eva—”

“There’s not much that pissed me off more than being lied to, so, if you don’t mind, I’d like a minute.” Without looking at him, she straightened her back and carefully placed her briefcase on the floor next to the chair. Her purse she rested in her lap. Deep breaths. Deeeeeep breaths.

Okay.

Fine.

All right.

He’d gotten what he wanted. Now she would get what she wanted. The same thing she’d wanted when she’d first decided to apply for this position.

The experience. The work experience.

She wouldn’t run away with her tail between her legs because she’d fallen for this guy’s shit. Basically, she couldn’t. Considering how all her classmates had snatched up the open positions they’d heard about after graduation, it could be a year or more before she found something worth pursuing.

So this was it. She wasn’t sure how she’d do it, but she’d find a way to make this job work until she could find another one. She’d smile her way through it and be the most professional, competent fucking ABM Gabriel or Alek had ever had. Then she’d move on with a great reference and valuable hands-on experience to brag about.

Hands-on experience that would not include having her hands on the CEO.

The buzz of Gabriel’s cell interrupted her on-the-spot life management. He didn’t take his curious stare off her as he picked it up.

She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of offering her some lame explanation, she decided. Whatever he had to say about why he’d done this wouldn’t change the facts. He’d lied. They’d fucked. It was over.

“It’s good to hear your voice. Everything okay?” Gabriel’s relief and genuine concern was annoyingly interesting. “Good. Yeah, she’s fine, brother. Listen, hang on one minute.” He covered the mouthpiece. “I’ll just be a couple—”

“I’ll get settled while you’re occupied,” she interrupted, trying not to think about who the “she” was that was fine.

His expression hardened but he gave a clipped nod and went back to his call. “Hey. Yeah, I know.” He pulled a pad of paper over and tore the top sheet off. “I got tied up and couldn’t send it.”

When he handed it to her, Eva saw it was a password and instructions for how to get into the company computer system.

Perfect.

“Er…yeah…no, actually,” Gabriel said haltingly, “now isn’t a good time.”

Okay, that hurt when it shouldn’t have. Man, she was such an idiot.

Giving him a tight, but understanding, and very professional smile, she calmly motioned that she’d leave.

When he shook his head slowly, her teeth ground together at his arrogance.

Her erogenous zones celebrated it.

Infuriated by that, rather than get up and get on with her day, she sat back in her chair. Fuck it. She wanted some answers.

 

† † †

 

The muscles in Gabriel’s back felt as if they were about to snap up like rolling blinds as he tore his gaze away from Eva’s betrayed expression to look out the window. Heavy gray clouds as far as the eye could see.

“Let me call you later,” he got out around the guilt and relief swimming through him at hearing Vasily’s voice. Gabriel hadn’t sent his weekly report last night, the way he religiously had for the past eight weeks, and it had been noted immediately.

“What was so important that you couldn’t send it?” Not a man to be put off, Vasily pressed for some clarity, but in Russian this time, obviously an invitation for Gabriel to answer in the same. And he could have since he was fluent, but he wasn’t ready to offer details on what the man’s daughter had been up to for the last couple of days.

“Can’t,” he replied in English, hoping the issue would be dropped for the time being.

“Someone is there with you, obviously.”

“Her.”

The pause on the line hummed with tension. “Her? Eva is with you? In your office?”

“Yes.”

“Why.”

Gabriel continued to look out the window, but he wasn’t talking about the weather when he said, “Clouds are moving in. Anyone out in the open needs to find shelter.”

“My enemies or yours,” Vasily demanded immediately, knowing without needing an explanation what that meant.

“In this area.”

“Stefano?”

“Yes.”

“Motherfucker.”

“We suspected this might happen,” Gabriel reminded as he tried his best not to think about what he’d done. Pretty hard when she remained as she was, sitting stiff and formal, her expression growing colder and more distant with each tick of the clock.

“At least now that it’s on the horizon we can prepare.”

“And are you? Preparing? Is that why you’ve made contact with her?”

Fuuuck. “Yes.” He uttered the lie around the foulest taste in his mouth.

“How is she? Does she suspect anything?” The hopeful note in Vasily’s voice to hear something—anything—personal about his daughter was like a wrecking ball to the solar plexus.

Breathing through a choking shame, he muttered, “Fine,”—very fine—“And no.”

“Shit. This is annoying. Call me when you can speak freely. I want details.”

“Why didn’t you tell me who you were?” Eva demanded the second Gabriel put his phone down.

“Because I didn’t want you to change your mind,” he barked honestly, too pissed at himself to fuck around. What the hell would he do if she told him to shove his job up his lying, untrustworthy ass?

“About what exactly? Working for you? Or sleeping with you.”

He shoved his chair back and moved around the desk to stand in front of her. Christ. She was unflappable. A Tarasov to the fuckin’ bone. “It wasn’t like that—”

“Really, Gabriel?” she cut in. Again. “Because I think that’s exactly what it was like. You thought that if you introduced yourself to me as my new boss, I wouldn’t sleep with you. And you were right. So you omitted the truth, had your fun last night, and…what. What are you expecting now? Sex over lunch? Working late, which translates to me bent over your desk?” She stood, spine straight, chin up in the most beautiful display of pride Gabriel had ever seen. “That isn’t going to happen. If you want me to stay on here, it will be on a completely professional level. Period. We won’t discuss last night, will not refer to it at all. In fact, I’d prefer not to discuss anything of a personal nature with you. Not ever again.”

The smallest crack in her voice as she spit out those last words nailed him like a bullet. He’d blown it. Hurt her. Damaged the fragile trust every new relationship started with.

He stepped back with his hands held up. “Okay.” He had to placate her enough not to walk out on him. “If that’s the way you want it. I’ll accept that.” For now. “Just know that the last thing I wanted to do was hurt you. I’d hoped—”

She held up a hand that shook slightly, another visual sign of her upset. “I think we’ve established what you’d hoped for. Now, if you could show me to my office, I’d like to get settled.”

Allowing yet another goddamn interruption to slide, Gabriel ground his teeth as he pointed to the desk sitting on the other side of the room. “That’s yours. I saw no sense in setting up an office when we’ll be gone in the next week. You have your instructions on how to log into the system, and your passwords.”

She went over and placed her briefcase and purse on the desk that was empty save for a laptop and phone, and took a seat to get started. Her hair was up in an elegant twist, her makeup was light. That dress? Goddamn thing was made for her body. A body that, despite the professional attire, he couldn’t stop staring at. The sounds she’d made for him last night. The way she’d felt against him. Under him. On top of him. Her taste.

Cursing his unwelcome hard-on, he snagged his cell, which had started ringing again. It was going to be one long fucking day.


TEN

“Come on, already. How long does it take to thrust and come?”

Vasily Tarasov scowled as he tucked his phone away, silently having wondered the same thing a half-dozen times since they’d arrived in the northwest Moscow neighborhood.

The strong odor of yeast hung in the air from a brewery a few blocks away from where he and Dmitri Zolin, his right hand—who’d just so eloquently voiced his impatience—stood in the shadows. They were hidden from sight in the entrance of a rundown apartment building across the street from where Viktor Baikov’s current mistress lived. Further evidence the man was a total jackass; he more than had the means to put her up somewhere nicer.

Viktor had gone into the building nearly two hours ago for his biweekly fuck, and it was time for him to come back out and get what was coming to him.

Equal treatment.

A life lost for a life taken.

In the Baikovs’ case, it had been six lives to Kathryn’s one—the extras necessary to keep Eva’s identity from being shared.

“Maks better be on the mark with this one,” Dmitri added, rolling his shoulders. “Otherwise we’ve wasted a dickload of time and materials here.”

The continued use of their mother tongue was comforting to Vasily. “You’re well aware he doesn’t get much wrong,” he chastised, injecting just the right amount of censure in his tone. It was a sin to verbalize doubt in one of their own’s abilities. Backstabbing and undermining were not accepted within Vasily’s faction. It couldn’t be prevented entirely, but if he heard it firsthand, he put an end to it. Much more forcefully than he’d just done. But this was Dmitri.

“Of course I am.” Dmitri’s whisper mingled with the sound of a couple of drunks happily singing a block away. “But would it be too much to ask for one fuckup to hang over the guy’s swelled head? Just one, and I’ll be content.”

Seemed he’d be left wanting. Because Maksim Kirov, another of Vasily’s favorites, didn’t allow for fuckups. Ever. He was in control. Always. Dominated everything he did. And everyone, or so Vasily heard.

They snapped to attention when Maks’s intel did indeed prove accurate and Viktor Baikov appeared on the sidewalk at the top of the hour. The feud between the Tarasovs and Baikovs had existed as far back as Vasily could remember. No one knew what started it, but a continuous tit-for-tat—hit-for-hit—which included the violent and brutal public gunning down of Vasily’s father, was what kept it alive.

Until now.

Vasily’s hatred of the Baikov’s had found a new root. One that was rotted and decaying, surrounded by rancid soil. He couldn’t wait for the retaliation he knew would follow this trail of death he’d created. One that had no end in sight. For the first time in his life, he was looking forward to it. He…needed it.

Viktor, grandson to the original Pakhan of the Baikov syndicate, took a long, leisurely gander around the shadowy street before he got his ass in gear and ambled down the litter-strewn sidewalk. As he passed a beat-up Citroën and an early 1990s Audi, Vasily wondered if it was stupidity or arrogance that led to the asshole being out on his own. Not a byki in sight.

“Keep moving.”

Dmitri’s whisper was barely audible as they watched their final target slow next to a shit-brown Lada and…fuuuck…

But rather than pull a set of keys from his pocket, Viktor came out with a cell. The tension of the moment was interrupted by Vasily’s own phone vibrating in his pocket. Shit. Now Gabriel could talk? He dug it out and put it to his ear.

“Da,” he whispered. They were far enough away that Baikov couldn’t possibly hear, but he still intended to hurry the convo along.

“Vasily.”

He frowned when the voice in his ear wasn’t Gabriel’s but another that still held the hint of a Romanian accent. “I can’t talk, Lucian. I’ll call you back.” He hung up and dropped the phone into his pocket just to have it vibrate again. With a hard jam of his hand, he snatched it out again. “I’m about to—”

“Bury your daughter alongside her mother?”

An icy layer formed over Vasily’s skin. “Not if I can help it,” he ground out, knowing better than to ask Lucian how he knew about Kathryn and Eva. The Romanian, like all of them, would never reveal a source. Though, Vasily was tempted. If the information had been shared by someone in his bratva, getting a name could possibly aid him in finding the snitch in their midst. Because they definitely had one. And that dead man was close to Vasily. Close enough to have access to Vasily’s home and his personal files. Which was how the Baikovs had received the intel on Kathryn and Eva—bank records showed deposits made into Kathryn’s account every month; funds that supposedly came from the estate of a distant uncle of hers. It wouldn’t have been hard to connect the dots from there.

“It piqued my interest when you spoke to me about needing Gabriel,” Lucian said, showing respect by explaining when he had no obligation to otherwise. “When you bypassed your own men, my curiosity got the better of me. My condolences, Vasily.”

As he glared steadily at Viktor laughing into his cell while standing, alive and well, in the mild summer night, Vasily could barely speak through his stiff jaw. “Thank you. I spoke to Gabriel a few minutes ago, so I’m aware Stefano is causing trouble. Did you have something to add to that?”

“He sent two of his men to Seattle. Gabriel has already dealt with one. Furio Abella could be more difficult to contain.”

Fuck. Impatience was a buzz in his ears. He should have been in Seattle by now. “Furio. Why is that piece of shit doing grunt work?”

“I am wondering that myself. His personal involvement is something I am looking into.” A car horn beeped in the background. “I suggest you return home soon. It is my guess that Gabriel is dragging his feet on doing what he knows must be done where his brother is concerned. Although,” Lucian added, his tone thoughtful, “from what I am learning, he may be spared such a tragic task.”

Gabriel would be spared the task. Vasily would make sure of it. Stefano was targeting his daughter, so it was fully within his rights to deal with the threat. And he would, he vowed with some regret. “It wouldn’t be fair of me to put Gabriel in the position of having to put down his only remaining family.”

“Which would force him into another position he does not want.”

“Boss.”

“Exactly,” Lucian agreed. “But if Gabriel is as smart as I know he is, it is becoming clear to him he is struggling for nothing. That family will not be led by anyone but him. And the sooner he realizes that, the better off we will all be. Oh, and one other thing, Vasily.” His tone dropped to a mildly threatening hum. “Do not dismiss me when I take time out of my schedule to offer you aid. The connection my brother and your nephew have formed between us can be severed with a word. As can many others.” Click.

Vasily slid his phone into his pocket. No matter how powerful a man was in this business—and without conceit, Vasily had to admit he was up there with the best of them—there was always one more powerful. In this case, that would be the elusive Romanian who had just verbally spanked his ass. Even though he was only a few years younger than Vasily, Lucian’s rise to the top had been swift and absolute, and there was no indication that would be changing anytime soon.

“Everything okay?”

Nodding once at Dmitri’s whispered query, Vasily itched to call Gabriel. He wanted a rundown on what was happening from the source. The stilted answers he’d gotten earlier had been nothing but frustrating even while they’d reassured Vasily that Gabriel’s missing report hadn’t been him trying to deceive. He’d admitted to having brought Eva into the fold, and that had saved his ass from…well, Vasily wasn’t sure how he would punish a loved one, but he was just glad he wouldn’t have to.

When Gabriel’s email hadn’t come, Vasily had called his nephew, placing Alekzander in the very uncomfortable position of having to rat out one of his closest friends. After a whole lot of what-the-fuck-do-you-think-I-ams, Alek had given up that their boy was now in full contact with Eva. And he’d stressed, rather uncomfortably, that full contact now meant full contact.

Vasily’s eyes narrowed at the memory. Eva was too young…

His heart squeezed, choking off his breath as her mother’s image slid into his mind. Young was what Kathryn had been when he’d gotten her pregnant. Eighteen years old. And his kitten had given him a daughter. His throat ached as he remembered. God, he’d have given anything to spend his life with them. But his father had had other plans.

Ivan Tarasov had arranged for Vasily to marry a politician’s daughter. The union would have created an alliance damn near impossible to take down. When Vasily had refused, eventually admitting he’d fallen in love with someone, though he’d omitted Eva’s existence until he knew what he was dealing with, Ivan Tarasov had responded with violence, vowing that the reason for Vasily’s hesitation would be dealt with accordingly.

And that’s all it had taken. The threat of death. His kitten’s death. And Vasily had fallen in line. He’d gone home, to his and Kathryn’s apartment, and had made love to her for hours while Eva dozed in her crib in the corner. Once his beautiful sated blonde had fallen asleep, he’d kissed her one final time before going over to say good-bye to his daughter. Staring into eyes identical to his, he’d picked up his child, and cradling her to his breaking heart, he’d begged her forgiveness for his desertion of them.

Just before dawn, he’d brought Eva to the bed and placed her in her mother’s arms, waiting until Kathryn tucked her child to her breast, protective even in sleep. He’d watched them with a yearning he didn’t think was possible, until he’d had to break the connection by closing the door to their small apartment for the last time.

Vasily’s forced nuptials never did take place. The politician, along with his wife and three children, had been killed in a plane crash that everyone knew had been staged by the opposition, but no one could prove it. As was the norm in their world.

But by then, fearing for Kathryn and Eva’s lives had become the norm, and Vasily hadn’t seen a way around it. If he went back to them, either Ivan would descend, or one of their many enemies would. So, Vasily had vowed to stay away. Not because he had to, necessarily, but because, again, he would never risk them. And over the years, every time Vasily watched this life steal a loved one, Vincente with his mother, Stefano with Adrianna, Gabriel and Stefano with their parents, and so many other hits Vasily had no personal investment in, his desertion was briefly justified.

It was with a sick heart that he came out of his thoughts and into this reality he loathed. One where he had to acknowledge that everything he’d done had been for nothing.

His kitten was dead. And his daughter was being threatened.

The sharp crack of Viktor’s laugh echoing off the buildings preceded the asshole ending his call. As a bead of cold sweat ran down Vasily’s back, Viktor carried on down the sidewalk, retrieving his keys as he approached the loaded Audi that sat in front of an empty bakery—empty, they knew, because Vasily’s men had done a final sweep not fifteen minutes ago before leaving the area.

Without a backward glance, Vasily slipped out of the doorway with Dmitri glued to his ass, and headed down the street in the opposite direction. They hung a tight right and disappeared between two buildings.

They’d just reached the end of the long laneway when a massive explosion lit up the darkness and rocked the dirty concrete under their boots. The parking garage next to them shuddered from the force of the blast.

“Holy shit,” Dmitri chuckled. “Overkill on the C-4?”

A small smile lifted Vasily’s lips. His humor died when the scream of sirens split the air. Fuck. There must have been units nearby. His eyes met Dmitri’s for a split second, and then they were hauling ass to the beat-up Lada they’d “borrowed.” Dmitri slid behind the wheel and started the engine as Vasily took the passenger side. They were moving before the doors were even closed, keeping to the escape route they’d planned.

As they fled, leaving the authorities to deal with yet another unsolved murder, Vasily’s only thoughts were that his daughter was now safe from his rivals, at least for the time being. Her mother was avenged, though it made little difference. And he was free to head home to help Gabriel deal with Stefano.

Christ, he hoped Lucian was right and they had an option open to them that didn’t include killing the stupid bastard. Because deserved or not, that death would leave a scar on a relationship Vasily valued far too much to sully over an already exhausted vendetta.

 

† † †

 

Eva clicked on the e-mail Natalie had just sent and printed off the list of people she had to get in touch with in order to set up her office in Manhattan. Gabriel had given her carte blanche earlier, telling her to purchase whatever furniture and office equipment she thought she might need.

Whatever will make you most comfortable, get it, he’d said.

What would make her most comfortable was getting out of this damn office that felt much smaller than it had that morning. Maybe she could look into having some sort of dividing screen put between their desks, she mused with an inner cringe and a reminder that ogling him wasn’t only embarrassing, it was downright frustrating, considering how she’d come to be there. Too bad her anger hadn’t canceled out her attraction to the conniving liar.

His dark head came up, drawing her eye—she was way too conscious of his every movement. Knowing that did nothing to stop her from watching him close his laptop. He didn’t look her way as he got to his feet, and she glanced at the clock near the window. Seeing that it was almost seven, she put her pen down and tried not to stiffen as he leisurely approached and sat in one of the chairs in front of her desk. She held her breath as he leaned back, bringing his hands up to link his fingers behind his head in a completely relaxed position. His long legs fell open slightly, his white shirt stretching taut over his chest and abs. He’d lost his suit jacket hours ago.

She cleared her throat of the needy sound trying to escape because, come on, he was just too fucking much.

“So,” he drawled, watching her through heavy green eyes. “How was your first day?”

It would have been great if you hadn’t messed everything up between us even though your behavior gave me the perfect out that I’m only now realizing I didn’t want but really, really should because you make me feel dangerous things I’d be smart to avoid.

Not willing to sound like a lunatic by voicing all that, she kind of held her breath and remained silent. So far, he’d adhered to her stipulation of keeping things strictly professional, but this didn’t feel as though he were asking for a critique on how efficiently her computer had worked.

His brows rose, and she couldn’t remember ever having met a man so comfortable with his arrogance. Would it kill him to smile or something? Maybe look contrite? Sure, the scowls he’d aimed at her throughout the day had made her hot and wet in places they shouldn’t have, but they were misplaced. She was the angry one here. Not him.

With her nerve endings pinging all over the damn place, she busied her hands by needlessly shuffling papers around. “I enjoyed it,” she finally said in a clipped voice. Her lie was followed by her phone going off.

It’s Caleb, honey. Read up.

She died. Right there. Forgetting to put her phone on silence at work was bad enough, but for the ringtone to be Caleb’s very deep male voice was beyond unprofessional! She normally didn’t make mistakes like this!

She blinked, but otherwise held Gabriel’s gaze. He didn’t move a muscle as he clearly waited to see what she would do. She didn’t even weigh her options. No way would she compound her lacking behavior by checking her phone with her boss right in front of her. Even if that boss knew how much her pussy liked him—his words.

It’s Caleb, honey. Read up.

“Need to get that?”

Wow. How had he gotten those words out without moving his jaw? “No.” She wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of breaking eye contact first.

The seconds ticked by.

It’s Caleb, honey. Read up.

Gabriel’s lips pressed into a line so thin they disappeared. “Answer the goddamn thing,” he growled. “It won’t stop going off until you do.”

“Okay,” she said happily, as if she were only following orders. As she checked the message, she made a mental note to change the tone when she got home later.

Info is scarce. Forget about SM

Funny, she had forgotten all about Stefano Moretti and her other admirers. Hadn’t thought about them once today. Ok 

She hit send and returned her phone to its place on her desk. With the ringer off.

“Buddy in New York?” Gabriel’s tone was so sharp she wanted to check for knife wounds.

“Caleb. Yes.”

“Something important?”

She wouldn’t mention meeting Stefano Moretti to Natalie. Why share it with Gabriel? “No.”

“Then you’ll tell him not to bother you again during working hours. I’m not paying you to sit here and relieve his boredom.”

Forcing herself not to react to the venom in his tone, she nodded sharply. She wouldn’t grind her teeth. Wouldn’t roll her eyes. Wouldn’t tell him not to be such a jerk when being polite about something would get him further.

His long fingers curling into tight fists caught her eye, and she watched as he pushed them down on his heavy thighs, cracking each knuckle with sharp little snaps. A knot had formed on his jaw, and his stare was glacial.

He couldn’t be…jealous. Could he?

The very idea had her softening when she didn’t want to. “Fine. I’ll let him know.”

“You do that.”

Yes, sir. Right away, sir.

A hard rap on the door sounded before she could exacerbate the situation by saluting—no more softening—or flashing a middle finger. Glad for the excuse to move, Eva got up and crossed the office.

She opened the door to find Alek standing in reception, the CEO she’d been led to believe she’d be working for. The one she’d met last night. The one who must have known she’d be working for Gabriel when they’d been introduced.

She forced a smile as her face heated with embarrassment because this man smiling back at her was also well aware that she’d had sex with Gabriel last night. Could possibly have even heard them if the walls were thin enough in the hotel. Had Gabriel mentioned to his friends that she’d been a virgin?

“Hey, Eva.” Alek came in when she stepped aside. “How was your first day?”

How do you think it was? she wanted to scream. Did he think she and Gabriel had fucked their way around the office? Did everyone think that’s how they’d spent their day?

Her glands began to water when she realized Gabriel’s dishonesty had made her the office slut. She was now the woman everyone would talk about at company parties. The one who’d banged the boss to get her job. She hadn’t. But they wouldn’t care about that small detail.

Alek was looking at her with innocent inquiry, his pale-blue eyes friendly. But all Eva saw in her mind’s eye was him lying in bed with a pillow over his head in an effort to drown out her orgasmic cries.

“It was fine. Excuse me.” Attempting to breathe through her mortification, she turned toward Gabriel and felt the smile fall from her face. Delivering a daggerlike glare at him, she retrieved her purse and then disappeared into the luxurious restroom in the corner.

Without hesitating, feeling shamed when she shouldn’t, and incensed that her first sexual experience had turned into such a disaster, she flung open the door that connected the restroom to the outer corridor and called it a day.


ELEVEN

Thirty minutes later, still cursing the man who’d put her in this position because he’d wanted to get laid, Eva slammed her way into her house. She jammed her finger into the keypad to shut down her beeping alarm system and roughly wiped away the drying tears on her cheeks.

She wasn’t equipped to deal with people’s judgments, goddammit! She wasn’t like Nika! Didn’t have skin thick enough to let people think what they would without caring!

She’d spent her whole life striving for perfection, for fuck’s sake!

God, what would her mom think of her now?

Banging her purse onto the console table, she snatched up the cordless phone to call Nika. Something she could have done from the car had she not left her stupid cell on her fucking desk!

“Gabriel!” she shrieked, slamming the phone down when she got Nika’s voice mail for the third time today. “This is all your fault!”

She stilled when her voice bounced off the walls. Okay. She took a breath and forced herself to get a grip. She was going batty. Yelling at no one. Blaming someone else for her own forgetfulness—or cowardice, depending on how you looked at it. With a low grunt that wasn’t very lady-like, and the only solution to her problems swirling through her mind, she stomped upstairs to change.

She had to quit her job.

Her pride screamed like it was being burned at the stake.

Too bad. There was no other alternative, she fumed as she tore the binding from her hair. After only one fucking day. Off came her jewelry. How embarrassing. She kicked off her shoes. But no way could she keep a position that people would think she’d screwed herself into.

She also couldn’t do her job well when constantly remembering how powerful her boss’s naked body had been as he’d positioned her on her hands and knees so he could fuck her into an addiction she didn’t want. She couldn’t succeed when her thoughts were filled with how her boss had felt inside her. What he’d looked like as he climaxed. The rough, possessive sounds he’d made…

Eva nearly shivered right off her feet.

She fell to the edge of her bed and stared at the sky-blue throw rug under her feet. How could she want all of that again after this? He’d lied to her. Turned her into this paranoid people-are-judging-me person that she hated. Yet…

She sighed, feeling defeated. Had Gabriel’s day been as difficult as hers? Had he been upset when she hadn’t come back from the restroom? Would he understand when she told him she was quitting? She bit her lip. She’d go in tomorrow morning. Get her phone and tell him she wasn’t going to work for him after all.

At least she’d be able to see him one last time.

As her nose burned and her chest began to ache, her gaze landed on the framed photo sitting on her dresser. It was of her and her mom.

Closing her eyes to the sight of it, not needing the reminder of the damage Gabriel could cause her, Eva clasped her hands in her lap and hung her head, fear of the unknown giving her a chill.

She didn’t want to give him up yet. It was so, so stupid. But she couldn’t deny it. He’d hurt her, embarrassed her…but she did not want to give him up yet.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” she whispered just before the sound of shattering glass had her head whipping toward the door.

She jumped to her feet, her heart kicking into a rapid beat as she tiptoed from the room. Even as she tried to tell herself one of the neighborhood kids had probably thrown a rock or a baseball off target, fear crowded in and she instinctively crept along the wall. As she neared the end of the hallway, she made sure to block all thoughts of intimidating mafioso and undelivered messages. That would only make her—

A man with dark hair that was cut in a Mohawk was already halfway up the stairs.

Spinning around, intending to run to the bathroom because it was the only door with a lock on it, she didn’t get one stride in before the intruder threw himself up the remaining stairs and grabbed her ankle. The momentum sent her crashing hard to the floor, her cheek smacking painfully on the solid surface. She kicked wildly and her heel connected with what she was sure was his jaw, but the slim-fitting skirt of her dress didn’t allow for much movement and she was soon being yanked across the slippery hardwood.

“Settle the fuck down, kitty,” he gritted out. “You don’t wanna piss me off.”

Not knowing what else to do, but believing him, she stilled, and was shocked when he released his grip on her. Taking advantage, she crabwalked back to the wall to put some distance between them.

“Wh-what do you w-want?”

He rubbed at his jaw for a second, glaring at her with a terrifying look in his dark eyes. “Stay away from Gabriel.”

Cue record scratch.

She blinked in confusion.

Wait. What? Not “Where do you keep the cash and jewelry” or “Do you have any drugs in the house?” but “Stay away from Gabriel”?

“I d-don’t understand.”

“It’s not that hard. The boss wants you to stay away, you stay the fuck away. Gabe isn’t who you think he is.”

Gabe? The boss? “Gabriel is your boss?” she asked, feeling stupid because she didn’t get what was happening.

The man scoffed. “He fuckin’ wishes. This is the only warning you’re gonna get. Listen to it.” He raked down her body with a hungry look that made her shrink back, then he turned and headed down the stairs.

He opened the front door and glanced over his shoulder. “Don’t call the cops. They can’t help you.” Reaching into his pants pocket, he withdrew a surprisingly large wad of cash. Peeling off two bills, he dropped them to the floor. “For the window,” he muttered before he walked out.

As reaction set in and her teeth began to chatter, Eva pulled herself to her feet with the help of the stair railing and carefully moved down the steps on legs she couldn’t feel.

She had to shut the door. He’d left it open.

Then call the police.

No. He’d said not to.

But how would he know if she did? And what would he do…

Come back.

Okay. She’d call Caleb. He’d know what to do. Before she left New York, he’d added a contact in her phone. An ODMC member from the Seattle charter…

Fuck. She couldn’t call either of them because she didn’t have her phone and, of course, she hadn’t memorized the guy’s name or number any more than she had Caleb’s newest pre-paid.

She reached the bottom of the stairs and winced when glass shards bit into the soles of her bare feet as she slammed the door shut and locked it with barely working fingers. Anger sparked in her chest when she saw the alarm pad. It was smashed, damaged so badly it most definitely needed replacing.

Going to the phone, her hand hovered. Who could she call? Nika? She wasn’t answering. Gabriel? She’d been told to stay away. Why? What did that guy mean about Gabriel not being who she thought he was?

As her feet began to burn, the sting of the cuts belatedly registering, she lifted one foot to swipe away the glass, then did the same with the other, hissing when a jagged shard that was embedded in her heel cut into her palm. She swore like a sailor as she pulled it out to drop it on the floor, then screamed and swung around when a fist pounded on the door.

“Eva! Open up!”

Peace invaded her at the sound of that deep voice. Not giving a shit why, she pushed her hair out of her eyes and rushed to fling the door open. When she saw him, she gave up on the day and threw herself into the safety of Gabriel’s waiting arms.

 

† † †

 

The fear on Eva’s pale face, coupled with the smear of blood on her forehead, went through Gabriel like a bullet. With one quick scan, he took in the trashed alarm, broken window, glass littering the floor. His lip curled up in a feral snarl when he saw two crisp Benjamins among the mess.

“What the fuck happened,” he demanded as he scooped her up and moved into the house, closing the door behind them.

“A m-m-man b-broke in.”

She pressed her face into his neck, seeking solace as rage consumed him. Aimed at himself because he hadn’t been there to protect this woman who was his responsibility.

“It’s okay, sweetheart. I got you,” he murmured into her hair. “Tell me he didn’t hurt you.”

When she shook her head, he closed his eyes in relief then just held her, running his hand up and down her back in soothing strokes, the pads of his fingers skipping through each ridge in her spine. Even though he loathed, fucking loathed, the tremors he could feel slowly fading from her body, truth was, he wanted to strangle her slender neck and comfort her at the same time for leaving the office without telling him.

After that fierce look she’d leveled at him before disappearing into the restroom, he’d waited only a few minutes before checking on her. When he found her missing, he and Quan had tracked her with the GPS they’d installed on her car before she’d arrived home from New York. Thank God he’d had the foresight to, again, invade her privacy with that little piece of technology.

“Where is the blood coming from?”

“I stepped on a piece of g-glass. Sorry. I…I’m kind of freaking out.”

“Don’t apologize,” he ordered as he saw blood dripping off the fingers of her left hand. He crunched over the debris and quickly moved down the hall.

After bashing the light switch on the kitchen wall, he brought her to the counter next to the sink. The sight of her bleeding was doing something to him. Something unexpected and more vicious than he could handle.

“Towels.”

She pointed to a drawer behind him and he pulled it open to snatch up some white terry cloth. After tearing one in half, he efficiently cleaned and wrapped her dripping palm. “Keep that elevated,” he ordered, reaching for her feet. He checked for shards and, finding none, cleaned and bandaged them as well.

Detesting the silence, he gritted his teeth and glanced up to see her staring at him. Unsurprisingly, she’d pulled herself together and now appeared calm yet wary. He brought his hand up to her reddened cheek and bit back a dirty curse when she winced and ducked away from his touch.

“I will kill whoever did this to you,” he vowed. “I will kill him with my bare hands. I promise you.”

The softening of her expression was interrupted by her gripping his forearm, her nails stinging as they dug in while she crowded into him. He understood her reaction had nothing to do with his pledge but was caused by the sound of the front door opening. He flicked the snap with the bottom of his shoe to free the pistol on his ankle.

“He’s back,” Eva whispered, just before Quan appeared in the kitchen doorway. Her pent-up sigh was followed by a quietly relieved, “Shiiit.”

Quan met Gabriel’s gaze and sadly shook his head, which meant Eva’s neighbor, Nick, was dead.

Fuck. Fuck! No matter how many times it happened, losing a man who worked for him, even though they knew the risks, was a blow Gabriel felt right to his soul. Nick had technically been hired and placed by Vasily, but Gabriel still felt responsible.

Quan focused on Eva. “Rude that you had a party and forgot to invite us.” His tone was easy, but Gabriel saw how his boy’s features harden as he took in Eva’s injuries. He handed over a small black bag that Gabriel opened to reveal basic medical supplies. 

“Won’t happen again,” she said with the beginnings of a smile that failed to appear once she saw what was in the bag. She looked between it and her makeshift bandages then at Gabriel. “Huh. A doctor as well as a CEO. We’re just full of surprises, aren’t we.”

The bitchy display would have had him smiling had the circumstances been different. Shit scared and injured but rebounding already. He admired her more with every second that passed.

“I’m no doctor, sweetheart, but since I do know how to administer a painkiller, I’ll do that while you tell us what happened.”

“Stop calling me that. And I don’t need a painkiller.”

Rebounding spectacularly. “Not right now you don’t, but once the adrenaline leaves your system, you might.”

“Then I’ll take some Tylenol.”

Fine. “What happened, Eva?”

“How are you here right now, Gabriel?”

He eyed the stainless-steel refrigerator and wished he could give it a right hook. Man, she was her father’s daughter all right. “You left the office without a word. You were obviously upset, and I was concerned.” He dug her phone out of his pocket and placed it next to her leg. “You also left your phone on your desk.”

“Oh.”

He raised a brow. “What. Was my explanation too reasonable? Nothing to say?”

Her lips thinned, her sapphire gaze distractedly glancing off his mouth again. “I’ll think of something.”

“No doubt you will.”

Quan cleared his throat, and by the way Eva shot him a quick glance, she’d forgotten he was in the room.

“Thank you,” she muttered, touching her cell. “I could’ve used this earlier.”

“Welcome.” He looked at Quan. “Clean up the broken glass from the window and then go upstairs and pack her a bag.”

“What?” She straightened from the exhausted slump she’d been settling into. “Why do I need a bag packed?”

“I’m bringing you back to the hotel—”

“No, you’re not.”

“—until it’s safe for you to return home,” he finished as if she hadn’t spoken. “I’ll have someone come in and repair—”

“I can call someone myself.”

“—the door,” he ground out. “In the meantime, we’ll—”

“No, we won’t.”

If there was anything bound to set Gabriel off, it was being interrupted. He. Fucking. Hated. That.

Without another attempted word, and a glare that had Ms. Fucking Tarasov-to-the-Bone bravely tipping her chin up, he slammed the towel he held into the sink and stormed out before he gave in and demo’d her kitchen.

Ten minutes later, after having gone upstairs to pack two suitcases himself—punched a few pillows to the point of near death—Gabriel returned to the kitchen a little calmer and with a clear plan.

He’d decided the only thing to do was let Eva call Nika to see if her friend would put her up for the night. And pray the redhead said no for some reason. He didn’t care what the reason was at this point, he just wanted Eva to be stuck. For him to be her only option. He wanted her in the suite. With him. Where he could keep her safe.

But he wanted her to agree to come on her own. Yeah, he could force her, like he would have anyone else. But, for some reason, with her, the I-order-you-obey dynamic felt wrong. Disrespectful on a level it shouldn’t considering she was female.

Had to have something to do with her being Vasily’s daughter, he thought as he joined her where she sat across from Quan at the small dining room table. Her cell rested in her palm, and her dark head was bowed so that her silky hair hid her face.

“You can call Nika,” he said begrudgingly.

“I tried. She isn’t picking up.”

He barely refrained from fist pumping. “Try again,” he offered, feeling generous now.

“That’s okay,” she mumbled.

“It’s only past eight, do you think she’s out for the night?” Why was he pressing this? He was about to get what he wanted.

She shrugged but didn’t look at him. As she traced the outline of her cell, her finger had a barely perceptible tremble, but he saw it.

Yeah. He was about to get what he wanted. But he was now realizing that what Eva wanted was more important.

She wanted her friend. She wanted the familiar. She was in a tough place, had shit coming at her from every angle, and her only option was a man she was angry with. A man who’d lied to her. A man who was still lying to her, by omission, only she didn’t know it yet.

Holy Christ.

He rubbed at the burn behind his sternum. Goddammit, why couldn’t he hand her care over to Alek and be done with it? Regardless what Vasily thought, Alek was more than capable of protecting his cousin, even in his current state.

He considered what that might look like.

And killed the idea in the next second. Hell, if Vasily called him right then and demanded he hand Eva off to one of the boys, no way would Gabriel comply. No fucking way. She’d made the mistake of giving herself to him last night. She’d gifted him with her innocence. Her trust—that he’d already damaged.

Unfortunately for her, and despite all the reasons he shouldn’t, that meant he was keeping her for as long as he could.

 

† † †

 

Eva looked away from the blaze of possession darkening Gabriel’s green eyes. She didn’t want him looking at her like that. As if she were his. She didn’t want to feel as if she were his.

Did she?

So fucking torn, she ran her finger over the screen on her phone, tempted to try Nika’s cell again. But she didn’t want to appear any kookier than she already did to Quan, who’d only minutes ago sat there quietly watching her frantically redial Nika’s number almost a dozen times. She’d quit when she’d heard Gabriel coming back from his time-out.

Why had he done that? Stormed out in the middle of their conversation. Because he’d been angry that she wasn’t following his orders?

Quan had neither confirmed nor denied her suspicion. Which, aside from his easy companionship, was something she liked about him. He hadn’t talked about Gabriel behind his back. Instead of gossiping, he’d simply helped her from the counter and over to the table, saying she might as well get comfortable.

Now she had to eat crow and accept Gabriel’s offer to stay at the hotel. She didn’t have a choice in the matter. She wasn’t stupid enough to insist on staying here with a broken window and busted alarm system allowing easy entry into her house. She shuddered and closed her eyes.

She had to face the facts. Something was going on, she was somehow involved, and she needed answers. And after her intruder’s warning, there was no longer any doubt in her mind that Gabriel could offer some insight.

She held off asking for it just then, selfishly afraid of what the truth might mean. Was it business related? Something about her job? Or was it personal?

At least one thing she was certain of, even though he’d lied to her, Gabriel wasn’t out to physically harm her. And while his deception still stung, it was getting harder and harder to hold a grudge when he was here seeing to her safety. Making it so she didn’t feel so damn alone in the world.

“Eva. You’ll come to the hotel with me because it’s the safest place for you. You see that, right?”

She raised her head from where she’d rested it on her folded forearms. “Yeah. Okay.”

“There just isn’t—What?”

She hid a smile. “I said okay. I’m not an idiot. And I’m not going to endanger myself by being stubborn. Since Nika isn’t picking up, and I’m certainly not going to panic my mom’s friends by calling them and telling them about this. I could always get a room at another hotel, but I’d just stay up all night, shitting my pants over every sound. So…you’re it.” She dragged herself to her tender feet and laughed in a tight burst. “God, that’s pathetic, isn’t it?”

Both men stood, Gabriel coming to her while Quan went to the cabinet under the sink to take out the dustpan before leaving the room. Sweet guy.

“If we were in New York, would you have more options?” Gabriel asked as he skimmed his thumb over her mildly throbbing cheekbone.

She nodded. “Sure. I’d call Caleb. If for some reason he wasn’t around, I’d call one of my friends from school.”

“Then you know it’s all in the circumstances. You’ve been back in Seattle for days, after being gone years. It isn’t surprising your ties here have weakened.” His voice was careful and softer than she’d ever heard it, and needing that, she put up no fight whatsoever when he drew her against his wide chest and slowly rubbed her back. “Will you tell me what happened earlier?”

“Can we leave? I want to get out of here. I’ll tell you at the hotel, okay? Where I want my own room, by the way,” she added, taking one more weak stab at being independent. She felt the loss when she regretfully pulled out of his comforting embrace.

“You’ll sleep in my bed.”

Okay!

She cringed. “Listen—”

He came down, grasping her chin and invading her personal space as if it were an extension of his own. “No. You listen to me. I’ve allowed you more concessions than I’ve ever allowed another. You’ve refused my offer of help, talked back to me like no one has since I was a fuckin’ teenager, walked out on me, interrupted me too many times to count. All of that ends now. You’re gonna do as I say until this shit is over. And you’ll do it from my fuckin’ suite where I can guarantee your safety. You understand me?”

He really was from Queens, she thought as she looked into his blazing eyes and felt the scorch of them on her skin. She tenderly cupped his face and did what she’d been dying to do all day. She kissed the man who’d just made her feel safe and protected in a way no one had since her mom was alive.

“Thank you,” she whispered against his lips. “For caring enough to be concerned about me. I’m not sure how partial I am to your methods, but it’s still really nice to have again.”


TWELVE

Gabriel’s ringing cell had Eva drawing away from him with an understanding smile. He released her with an obvious reluctance she found way too flattering.

“I’ll go up and pack a bag while you get that.”

He snagged her wrist, holding her in place while shaking his head. “It’s already done.” Before she could do anything more than frown, he plucked his phone from his pocket and answered with a rude, “Yeah.”

Weird. He was using a Blackberry. She was sure he’d had an iPhone at the office today.

Shrugging it off because she wasn’t positive, and who really cared, she went back to that bag she didn’t need to pack. Had he done it for her? If so, he’d been in her room. Gone through her things.

The intimacy of that made her belly tighten.

“Goddamn. Nice fuckin’ work.”

She looked up at the rare praise someone had just received from their boss.

Gabriel’s satisfied look had a dark edge to it. “Gimme a few and I’ll get back to you.”

And he was speaking like he’d just left the streets of Queens again, something she noticed he was doing more and more.

“You sound happy,” she observed as he put his phone away.

“Security caught some asshole rolling up on one of our closed-off job sites near Issaquah.”

Was this the same CEO she’d worked with today who’d spoken to the Florida Governor about signing some contracts to put a new project into motion? “Oh. What do you do in a case like that? And wouldn’t a foreman or site manager be called to deal with it? Why would they contact you?”

Gabriel looked at her for a suspended moment, a small smile forming as he came down and kissed her softly on the corner of her mouth. “This fuck was carrying weapons, smart girl.” Giving his nose a playful rub against hers that had her smiling, he took her hand and led her to the front door. “Do you want to change before we leave?”

She nodded and went up to discard her work dress before changing into a pair of leggings and a tank top. Minutes later she was carefully moving down the stairs to where Gabriel was waiting, the cuts on her feet uncomfortable but not bad enough to hinder her ability to walk. Or run, if she had to.

When she reached the bottom, she read his intent before he scooped her up. She didn’t protest because she was feeling embarrassingly vulnerable. As he carried her outside, her face found its way into his neck and she inhaled his familiar scent, losing it too soon when he placed her into the rear of the Escalade.

“Be right back.”

He closed her in and she sighed, letting her head fall back against the seat. Exhaustion descended like a blanket, lending a haze to her drowsy thoughts about Gabriel’s suite, sleeping next to him again, having sex. She’d tell him about her intruder before any of that. Find out how he and that Mohawk-haired creep were connected. Stupid ass. Breaking her window…her alarm pad…invading her house. How had he known where she lived?

Her eyes slid open. Come to think of it, how had Gabriel remembered where she lived? He’d only been here once. She looked to her front door, her stomach dropping when she remembered him bringing her into the kitchen when he’d first arrived. A room that wasn’t visible from the entrance. Tendrils of unease snaked around her when she remembered him turning on the lights. The switch was hidden behind the calendar on the wall. How had he known it was there?

Was she being naive to discount her intruder’s crazy warning?

She jumped when Gabriel and Quan appeared from out of the now-dark house. Gabriel headed toward the truck as Quan closed and locked the door.

The expression of genuine concern on his face when he climbed in released the tension in her neck. “You good, sweetheart?”

She nodded while refusing to believe her attraction to him was making her dismissive.

Too tired to resist, she let her head fall to his shoulder and didn’t protest when he wrapped his arm around her and kissed the top of her head. God, he smelled wonderful.

And, really, if she were to question him, he’d probably tell her they’d gotten her address from the paperwork she’d filled out for HR earlier in the day. All Quan would have had to do was put it into his phone’s GPS. Easy.

As for navigating her house… “Gabriel?” she started, the question forming on her lips.

“Yeah, baby. What is it?”

Mmm. She snuggled deeper into him, craving his body heat.

Sleep took her before she could remember what she’d been about to ask.

 

† † †

 

“What,” Gabriel snapped impatiently, glaring across the elevator at Quan’s expression.

Eva was once more in his arms, asleep, the numbers flashing on the panel above the doors as they ascended to the top floor of the Crown Jewel.

Quan gave a lazy shrug. “That bruise on her face from a fist?”

Gabriel worked his jaw. “Won’t know until she tells me. But if it is, someone’s gonna wish their old man had pulled out.”

Quan chuckled under his breath as the elevator stopped and the doors swooshed opened to reveal Alek standing in the center of the corridor, arms crossed, legs braced apart.

“How the fuck did we not realize sooner that she’d left the office? That shouldn’t have happened.”

Quan, in a reasonable tone that must have irked, murmured something about free will.

“What are you doing here?” Gabriel asked, having assumed Alek would be guarding Stefano’s guy who they’d picked up.

“The twins are with him in a Motel 6 off I-90.” Impatience lanced like a whip through Alek’s words even as Gabriel relaxed slightly, knowing their captive was being held by two of their best men—the Berkman brothers had been among the few who’d followed Gabriel to Seattle from Queens. “I had one of our SPD contacts set up a DUI checkpoint before the bridge. It’s Furio, by the way. Fingered him and that fucking haircut a dozen cars in.”

The tension came back with a vengeance, Gabriel’s blood running cold as he pictured that Mohawked motherfucker. Furio had been recruited by Albert Moretti himself the year before his death. He and Gabriel had even done the odd job together, which was where Gabriel had learned the guy was colder than stone. Thinking of Eva anywhere near the merciless prick made his skin want to crawl off his body.

Alek looked Eva over. “What happened to her face? And what’s that?” He motioned to her bandaged hand.

“I don’t have the full details yet, but she cut her hand on the glass from a broken window and walked all over the shit for good measure.” He lifted her legs and tilted his chin at the fluffy socks he’d put on her in the car. “Furio’s mine, no matter what.”

He started down the corridor after nodding to the two boys now stationed on either side of the elevator, repeating the greeting to two more halfway down the hall. He thought of the pair tucked away near the front entrance to the hotel’s garage, another duo squatting in a tinted sedan a few cars over from his parking space, the deuce stationed in plain sight at his private entrance. And now he was inclining his head at two others taking up real estate outside the suite: Bobby T and…

“What the fuck are you doing here, brother?” he demanded of Maksim’s right-hand.

Micha Zaretsky, known to some as Torpedo because, well, he was a deadly sonofabitch, briefly shook Gabriel’s outstretched hand, careful not to jar sleeping beauty. Didn’t even look at her, actually, which was a nice change. “Maks sent me.”

And that’s when it hit Gabriel.

He still had a crew.

Even though he’d “gone straight” years ago, he was still neck-deep in the life. He didn’t have a “security team.” But a fucking crew. And because trouble was brewing, his allies were gifting him.

Alek had stayed and was intent on offering his services.

Lucian Fane had given him information.

Maks had sent Micha—a lethal goddamn weapon if there ever was one.

Gabriel wasn’t sure what to think as he entered the suite through the door Quan had opened.

Shouldn’t he be more surprised?

Angry at himself, perhaps?

Disappointed, at least, that he’d never completely left the organized crime world behind as he’d believed. He’d simply downsized. By hundreds of men. Not that he’d fooled himself into thinking he’d become some philanthropic, law-abiding, respectable businessman, but he’d definitely thought he was a little further from being “organized” than he actually was.

Swiftly accepting what was, for the moment anyway, he felt an odd sense of relief. He had respectability, sure, but it was the intimidation factor and his capacity for instilling fear that would be an aid when it came down to it. Because that was the way things worked in their world. The bigger and badder you were, the better off you’d be. Fear and weakness couldn’t be entertained. Not when dealing with men like Stefano and Furio.

Looking down at Eva, Gabriel was reminded that weakness could come in different forms. Like loved ones. If your enemies couldn’t get to you, they targeted those closest to you.

His lip twitched without humor. Good thing his father had taught him how to get around his inhibitions and conscience. Would make it so much easier to take these fuckers down before they triumphed first.

“Think she’s out for the night?”

A funny sound escaped Eva, and she lifted her head, looking around in confusion. It hadn’t been Quan’s question that had woken her, though, but Gabriel’s tightening grip. He loosened his arms.

“We’re here?” she asked sleepily.

“I was going to put you to bed.”

She squirmed and glanced at the others as color filled her cheeks. “I’m good now. I can walk.”

He glared at her.

“Really, Gabriel. I’m fine.”

He slowly lowered her to the floor. Last thing he wanted her thinking was that he or his boys saw her as weak. She was anything but.

“I just need the washroom.” Her movements were uncharacteristically subdued as she headed through the main room and into the bedroom.

Once he heard the bathroom door close, he stalked over to the bar in front of the window and poured two fingers of Stoli into three glasses. Without hesitating, he downed the clear liquid. Quan and Alek wasted no time in doing the same.

Palming his phone, he dialed the twins. “Which one?” he asked when the call was picked up. Couldn’t tell which brother had answered by the voice alone.

“Abel.”

“You guys tight?”

“Of course.” Abel’s calm tone was the antithesis to what was swirling through Gabriel’s head.

“I can’t get out there—”

“Weren’t expecting you, boss. Any time limit on how long this one circles the drain?”

Gabriel sighed in frustration. He was torn. He needed to take care of Furio himself; he couldn’t leave Eva. But the longer the boys held that weasel, the greater the chance something could go wrong.

“Hurt him,” he finally said with Eva’s fear and injuries front and center in his mind. “I need to hear his pain.”

A thump and bellow came through the line, followed by a round of cursing and moaning. Gabriel felt no satisfaction because he hadn’t been the cause of it.

“Ball peen to the radius, if the added visual helps,” Abel volunteered as if he knew more was needed. “And I’m pretty sure the ulna didn’t fare well either. Little bonus.”

“That does help.”

“Reaper called.”

Gabriel massaged the back of his neck, the action doing little to ease his tension. Why would Vincente have called Abel? Unless Alek had let him know they’d tagged Furio. “Did he.”

“Yeah. After he recommended the best way to deal with this piece of shit, he said he’d see us shortly. What do you make of that?”

Fuckin’ Vincente. The guy never gave up anything until he was good and ready. “Only V knows, man.”

“True. I’ll expect him sooner rather than later, though.”

“Same.”

Abel cleared his throat. “Is Tarasov’s kid okay?”

Christ. The guy sounded almost as guilty as Gabriel felt that Eva had been hurt. “She will be,” he muttered, looking longingly at the vodka bottle. “Later.”

Alek poured himself another. “Call my uncle, G. He needs to know what’s happening.”

“Like he doesn’t already,” he said dryly. He was well aware of Vasily’s need for information, and wouldn’t be in the least bit surprised to learn other calls had been made when Gabriel hadn’t supplied much at the office today. He wouldn’t blame any of his boys if they shared what was happening with the guy’s daughter.

“Still, you don’t need me to tell you that it would be in your best interest to call and fill him in yourself.”

Gabriel leveled his friend with a hard stare. “Where would you suggest I start, Alek? By telling him all the ways I’ve failed and brutally disrespected him in the past weeks? The worst being that I’ve claimed his fucking daughter without his knowledge or permission? Or should I begin by informing him that I’ve been so distracted by her that I’ve let harm come to her more than once?” He cracked a sharp, humorless laugh as the foreign taste of what he had to assume was embarrassment coated his tongue. “You’d have to put me down within the hour, and you know it. Now why would I do that to you?” he asked as he turned back to the Stoli and poured a chaser, which he downed immediately.

“He won’t go that far. Not with you.” Alek elbowed him out of the way and reached for the bottle. “And you know it.” He splashed what remained in the bottle into his glass and walked off with it.

“I think she needs to know what’s what.” Both Alek and Quan groaned at that. Man, his temples were throbbing. “It’s too dangerous for her to be in the dark anymore. The minute her shadow goes down she’s wide open. Look at tonight. Nick went down—Furio got to her. Not that she’ll be out of my sight ever fucking again, but she needs to know what to look for and how best to protect herself.” Fucking Stefano.

Gabriel hung his head, sweat beading his brow as that night five years ago rushed through his memory.

His father had come to him as Gabriel had been getting ready to head out for the night. He’d been instructed to leave a cube van out front of a factory in the Bronx, and, like the obedient soldier he’d been, Gabriel had done just that. He remembered vaguely wondering which family owned the building and what was being delivered. A body? A simple shipment of goods?

Not that he’d really cared at that point.

He’d gone about two blocks when his question was answered. The explosion had rocked the ground, feeling like an earthquake, the sound so loud Gabriel could have sworn he heard it even now. The trip back to his house had been spent wondering if anyone had been inside the building. Or had his father just wanted to put an end to his enemy’s livelihood?

Back at home, he’d found his father in the living room, the boss pale and shaken. Gabriel’s concern had been waved aside, pushed onto his mother, who was crying. Something had gone down, and to this day, Gabriel didn’t know what.

Shortly after, at Stefano’s request, Gabriel had gone to a warehouse they owned in the heart of Queens. When his brother had moved into a swath of moonlight that shone through one of the high windows, he’d been blood splattered, his face ravaged with emotion. He’d brought to light the damage done by Gabriel’s drop off, revealing that the factory had belonged to Stefano’s girlfriend’s family, and that Adrianna had been in the building when it was destroyed.

I won’t get my vengeance by killing you now, Gabe. Nah. I’m gonna do one better. Hatred had shone from Stefano’s eyes as he’d made his vow. I’ll wait as long as it takes. Don’t care if it’s years. But the day I hear you’ve found the woman you want to spend the rest of your life with…I’m gonna be there to take her away from you. The same way you took Adrianna from me.

Gabriel blinked back to the present and the cell in his hand. Feeling cold as ice, he scrolled through his contacts until he reached one that Vincente had given him a while back. One neither of them had ever expected him to use. But for Eva, Gabriel was clearly willing to do just about anything.

He engaged the call.

“Yeah.”

Something warm tried to roll through him when he heard his brother’s familiar voice, but it was crushed as rage slithered to life under his skin. The feeling was so dark and sinister it would have left the man on the other end of the line beaming with approval had he sensed it.

“Stef.”

A chorus of under-the-breath curses came from around the suite as what he was doing became clear.

“Well,” his brother drawled after a pause. “My efforts haven’t been wasted after all. Looks like my wait is finally over.”

“Call off the dogs. End this now.” Would he benefit from appealing to a softer side of his brother that he wasn’t sure the guy even possessed? “Weren’t three lives to Adrianna’s one enough?”

“You mean the three women you were banging last year?” Stefano snorted derisively. “You tell me. Talk about taking things too far. There was no reason those girls had to die. Other than you needing to get laid. And people accuse me of being harsh.”

In other words, Gabriel’s need for companionship and sex had sealed the girls’ fate. By attempting to have a relationship, he’d given Stefano the green light to come in and take his revenge by killing three innocent women.

Grinding his teeth, he tried again, keeping his tone even when he said, “Eva Jacobs has nothing to do with—”

A boom sounded in the background, like Stefano had slammed his palm on a hard surface. “She has everything to do with this! Or she will. And thank you, by the way, for saving me some footwork with this call. I was on my way over to the clubhouse to pick the biker’s brain about your woman.” Papers shuffled in the background as if he were looking for something. “Ah, yes. Before you go off on Paynne’s loyalty being with you, we found some damn attractive insurance that would have guaranteed his cooperation.”

The wheels in Gabriel’s mind turned until Stefano’s threat clicked into place.

Nika.

His brother was willing to use Nika as collateral to make sure Paynne answered his questions about Eva? “You seriously gonna start a war with the ODMC?” Gabriel snapped incredulously. “The fuck’s wrong with you? You’re making a lot of enemies, man.”

“So you say. I assume you or one of your boys managed to tag Furio. That why he hasn’t gotten in touch?”

Gabriel left him wondering. “How much damage has to be done before you’re satisfied?”

“I’ll be satisfied once I take care of Eva. And if you really want to know, I’m looking forward to ending this, Gabe. You don’t deserve the time and effort I’ve put into this game.” An underlying exhaustion came through the line, giving truth to his brother’s words. “Eva Jacobs is obviously the one I’ve been waiting for. And, really, Gabriel, you had fair warning about what I’d do when the time came. You knew I’d come after her. It makes quite the difference when your feelings are engaged, no? Well, just you wait.”

Staring out over the twinkling lights of Seattle, Gabriel ached to reach through the phone and slap some sense into his brother. “You will back the fuck off, brother,” he growled. “If you don’t, the destruction of the family, and your life as you know it, will be absolute.”

There was a slight pause, and then Stefano drawled in a bored voice, “Been there, done that, lived through it, so you can be sure that threat doesn’t impress me.” His voice went low. “Let me just say, I’ve gotten to her twice already, but next time, it won’t be one of my boys who has his hands on her—it’ll be me. And because I know you, I know it will drive you insane when I tell you I’m going to enjoy the hell out of her before I end her life.”

Fury nearly blinded him, flaming a path from his sternum to his throbbing head. “You touch her, you even breathe on her,” he warned, his voice warping to something demonic even to his own ears, “I’ll make you wish for death with every remaining beat of your blackened heart. She’s mine, brother. Understand that, or you will die.” He hung up and slid his phone into his pocket with a shockingly steady hand.

“Well, that was a long time coming,” Alek commented from his stance next to the fireplace.

Jak, who had walked in during the call, grunted his agreement from where he was leaning against the doorjamb.

Quan was staring out the window, his ass planted on a corner of the desk two feet away from where Gabriel was standing. “And so it begins,” he murmured.

“If for any reason I’m not around,” Gabriel said quietly, looking Quan right in the eye, “You and Jak are with her. Fuck my back. She’s what you’re to protect now, at all costs. Spread the word.”


THIRTEEN

A hush fell over the room as Eva came in carrying her purse. Gabriel searched her face for a sign she might have overheard something…his lungs deflated when all he saw was the same anxiety etched into her features that had been there when she’d gone inside earlier.

She curled up in the corner of the sofa and took her cell out before placing her purse on the floor. Gabriel could tell she’d brushed her hair because the satiny mass now flowed over her shoulders and down her back like a shiny oil slick.

“Blink or something, you guys. I feel like I’m in a zoo,” she muttered with a self-conscious look around.

“Definitely be the main attraction, even with the shiner,” Jak quipped as he went over to the bar and filled a towel with ice. “Relax, dude.” He raised a hand in Gabriel’s direction without looking at him as he brought the pack to Eva, then dropped into one of the chairs. “You know everyone was thinking it.”

“The asshole is Jak,” Gabriel said. “You haven’t met him yet. But don’t get too attached, his days are numbered.” He placed his glass on the bar, instead of beaming it across the room and into his friend’s skull. “Are you okay?”

She met his gaze, and he was glad to see a twinkle of humor in her eye. She shrugged as she tucked her wounded feet under her and placed the ice on her cheek before turning to Jak. “I remember you from the other night. How’s your head?”

“S’all good. Definitely had worse.” He smirked, running his finger across the scar on his face.

“Bar fight?” Eva inquired.

“Afghanistan.”

Her perfect brows popped, and then she smiled. “Thank you. I don’t often get to personally thank those who risk their lives for us.”

Jak nodded through a scowl, clearly uncomfortable. Gabriel wanted to high-five Karma for finally showing up.

It’s Caleb, honey. Read up.

Wincing and shooting him a quick glance, Eva grabbed her phone. She sent a reply after reading the message, then put the phone back on the table.

“Caleb,” she said unnecessarily, as if Gabriel wouldn’t hear that fuckin’ ringtone in his nightmares.

He nodded and tried to look as though he wasn’t contemplating a good ass kicking for the biker.

Keeping his hands buried in his pockets, he walked over to stand by the fireplace, avoiding the boys’ eyes. He’d have told them all to get the fuck out, but he wanted them to hear what had happened tonight in case he blacked out from rage overload halfway through the story.

“What did he want?” Fuuuck. He hadn’t meant to ask that.

But he needed to know.

“Oh. Um, nothing. He just asked how I was.” Her gaze was sharp as she looked at him. “I wanted to call him earlier but didn’t have my phone.”

She was gauging his reaction to that. He could see it. So he tried to play it off like he didn’t give a fuck that she’d wanted to call another man when she’d been in need.

When her scrutiny persisted, he cursed. Never thought he’d wish his woman was a dummy, but he was wishing it now because this observant little thing didn’t miss shit.

“Why call him?” he ground out, voicing his thoughts again when he didn’t want to. “What could he have done for you from New York?” His tone came out robotic, no inflection whatsoever. But he knew she wasn’t buying it. She could see he was jealous of her relationship with the biker, and the fact that he was now trying to pretend he wasn’t was a definite flag on the field. Fuck. He should have just gone with his gut and slapped the phone out of her hand.

She was silent for a minute, and then uncertainty seeped into her expression. It soon morphed into doubt, and then suspicion. Weariness and fear weren’t far behind, but she tried to front as she hugged her knees to her chest and shrugged, striving for a nonchalance that missed its mark by a mile.

“Caleb knows people who would have helped me if that guy had come back,” she said, distracted, like she was saying one thing but thinking about something else.

I know people! he wanted to roar as envy sheared through muscle and bone. I am those people! Her first thought should have been that he would help her, not Caleb Fucking Paynne.

His limbs felt mannequin stiff as he crossed to her once more, preparing himself as best he could to tell her everything. A murdered mother, an unknown father, a mobster lover with a bloodthirsty brother…

He only hoped that she wouldn’t want to run from him once she learned the truth.

Because he would not allow her that freedom.

 

† † †

 

“Can I get you a drink, Eva? Are you hungry?”

Drop food into her churning, aching stomach? Not happening. “No thank you, Quan.” Eva didn’t look at Quan as she refused his kind offer. She was too busy watching Gabriel advance, his movements measured and precise. Not at all his style.

Something about his reaction whenever Caleb’s name was mentioned didn’t make sense. For all he knew, Nika’s brother could be a hunchbacked nerd with a hairy wart on his nose, yet his apparent jealously said he knew that wasn’t the case.

Also, Caleb didn’t text her for no reason. And certainly never to randomly ask if she was okay. Like he’d just done. As if he knew there was a possibility something might be wrong. How could that be when she hadn’t been able to get in touch with him or Nika?

“Nika’s brother has an interesting circle of friends. He’s a member of the Obsidian Angels,” she said, watching closely.

“It’s the Obsidian Devils,” Gabriel corrected.

She gasped and his gaze clashed with hers, narrowing, his jaw rippling as if he were grinding his teeth.

“Slow your roll, sweetheart,” he muttered with dry amusement. “It’s an MC known throughout the world. As if I wouldn’t know the proper name of it. Now stop distracting from the issue here and tell us what happened earlier.”

What he said was true, but she wasn’t buying what he was selling. Her suspicions that he and Caleb knew each other were only growing, but since they had an audience, she’d drop it for now.

Gabriel came to stand next to the sofa, his big body strung tight, his hands flexing in a way she found oddly entrancing. Way too distracted by him, and suddenly too wired to sit still, she got up and walked the room as she talked.

“I was in my bedroom when I heard the window break,” she began. “I went down the hall and found the guy already halfway up the stairs.” Wandering over to the credenza in the corner, she ran her finger over the hotel’s logo on a room service menu that had been carelessly tossed onto a small mountain of mail.

As she cleaned up, making even stacks of all the letters—keeping them upside down so she didn’t appear nosy—she described the man with the Mohawk as best she could. “I tried to make it to the bathroom, because the door has a lock, but he grabbed my ankle and pulled me down. That’s how I hit my cheek…when I fell…” Her hand came up to touch the bruise on her face, her heart thumping when she remembered the man’s warning. She left her neat work and walked back to Gabriel, watching him as intently as he normally watched her. 

“He told me to stay away from you. He said you’re not who I think you are. What did he mean by that?”

Gabriel. Turned. To. Stone. “What else,” he demanded, his tone so harsh that she took a step back.

“He said it was the only warning I was going to get. And he called you Gabe,” she supplied as she wrapped her arms around her middle, her body so cold all of a sudden.

If she’d thought Gabriel intimidating before, it was nothing compared to what she was seeing now. He was all coiled strength and danger personified. Six-and-a-half feet of fierce and deadly. She flinched when his hand appeared in her periphery.

He dropped his arm before his fingers came into contact with her cheek. “I will never raise a violent hand to you, Eva.”

His quiet vow stole her breath. Could she believe him? She didn’t know. She didn’t know anything anymore. Except that he wasn’t being completely honest with her. “I’m sorry. I’m just…freaked out.”

“Is there anything else, Eva?” Alek’s steady tone was a blessing, and she turned to find him just behind her, his hand swiping through his dark-blond hair. “Any other unusual things happen in the last few days?”

The memory of being followed came to mind. “Now that you mention it, last night when I got out of my car near the club, it seemed like someone was following me.”

“What did you notice exactly?” Gabriel asked.

She quickly told them about the incident with the sedan. When she was done, her teeth worried her bottom lip. Should she tell them about Stefano Moretti’s visit to Caleb’s apartment the other day?

Unsure, she looked at the four men scattered throughout the room. Then looked closer. Gabriel was angry. But he didn’t seem surprised by any of this. None of them did, she realized as she looked at Jak and Quan and then at Alek, who was now leaning his shoulder into the wall behind her.

The average person would at least have given her a holy shit. “Gabriel?”

With a sigh that was nothing short of resigned, he took her arm and led her to the sofa just as her phone rang. Not Caleb’s text greeting this time but The Office theme she had set as her ringtone. Thinking Nika was finally returning her call, she withdrew her arm from Gabriel’s grasp and snagged her phone from the table, just as Gabriel’s cell started to ring. They both answered at the same time.

“Yeah.” He barked his usual greeting.

“Hello?” she said, rubbing her temple. God, she felt like she was being pulled in ten different directions all at the same time.

“What?” Gabriel snapped. “How?”

Nothing but harsh breathing sounded in her own ear as a fiercely whispered conversation began behind her between Gabriel and his friends. “Hello?” she repeated. “Nika? Is that you?”

“Shoulda listened to me, kitty. Couldn’t stay away though, could ya?” said the man who’d broken into her house. “Now I get to play. When I find you, I’m gonna make you screa—”

The phone fell through her fingers as panic flooded her system. In a far-off corner of her mind, Gabriel’s voice registered as he asked which hospital someone’s brother was being transported to, but she couldn’t organize her thoughts enough to care. A shadow suddenly crossed over her—Gabriel’s—and bent to pick her phone up from where it had landed on the floor.

“Who was it?” he demanded.

“It w-w-was h-him,” she mouthed as she tried to breathe around the black spots dancing in her vision. His big hands reached for her. But she was done. Limit reached.

She was going to the police.

Ducking under his arm, she ran for the door, too terrified to think of anything other than getting the hell away from this man and his scary-ass friends. Or enemies. She didn’t know which. But she did know he was deeply involved in all of this insanity.

Her hand was an inch from freedom when a strong arm snaked around her waist and pulled her back into a solid wall of muscle. Gabriel’s fingers dug into her flesh as her feet were plucked right off the floor.

“I can’t let you do that, sweetheart,” he said into her ear, his voice dark and hushed.

She went crazy, thrashing wildly, kicking, slapping, and clawing at his arm, trying anything to get free. “Let go of me!” she screamed, her terror rising when he turned with her and began shepherding her toward the bedroom. “No! Nooo!”

“G!” Alek called.

“Get out,” Gabriel ordered as he silenced her by covering her mouth with his hand—a hand she immediately tried to bite. He pressed down harder, and whimpering, her vision blurring with hot tears, she continued to struggle to no avail. She was powerless against his strength and the infallible hold he had on her.

She met Alek’s stare and then Quan’s and Jak’s as they passed by them, her eyes imploring them to help her.

“G, let me talk to her.”

Her eyes widened in alarm. Alek’s voice was so ridiculously calm it scared her more than if he’d put a knife to her throat. Could they be so blasé about this because holding a hysterical woman against her will was a common occurrence for them?

“I got this.” Gabriel sidestepped another of her kicks. “Calm down, Eva. No one’s going to hurt you.”

He was lying. She heard it plainly in his voice, that trace of but-I-have-no-choice. She doubled her efforts, twisting and squirming wildly, which only made him grip her harder, squeezing until she could barely breathe. Little fireworks went off in her periphery from lack of blood or oxygen. Who knew which?

“I’m out of here,” she heard Quan announce. “I can’t watch this.”

“Go. All of you. I’ll call later.” Gabriel wasn’t even breathing heavily as he entered the bedroom. He back kicked the door shut and lowered her to the floor when they reached the foot of the bed.

“Are you going to relax enough for me to take my hand away?”

In response to his lame question, she peeled her lips back from her teeth and sank them into his palm, her foot going back again for another heel kick. He grunted and hissed when it connected, then brought the back of her head to his shoulder and squeezed her waist so hard she moaned.

“Your spirit is impressive as fuck, but pointless. Now stop this before you hurt yourself.”

The command paired with the expectation that she would obey made her see red. She shrieked in outrage behind his hand. Couldn’t do much else because he was too fucking strong. She shrieked again with what she knew was nearing her last breath.

That’s when he sighed and muttered, “Fine. Here goes nothing.”

 

† † †

 

Gabriel braced himself as Eva bucked against his hold yet again. His temples pounded with dread. If she was acting this way and she hadn’t even heard the story yet. Fuck. She was gonna fucking hate him when he was done. He knew it.

Regardless, he shoved the words from his throat. “I’ve known your father since I was thirteen years old.”

She stilled instantly but for her chest rising and falling as she sucked for air. Her precious heart slammed against his forearm so strongly he almost didn’t go on.

But he no longer had a choice.

“His name is Vasily Tarasov. He’s the leader of one of the most powerful Russian crime syndicates in the United States. He brought me in to watch over you two months ago while he was out of the country. He didn’t want you left without protection in case his enemies got to you…” Shit. He did not want to do this to her. “The way they got to your mother. Kathryn’s car wreck wasn’t an accident, Eva. She was deliberately run off the road. She was murdered.”

The sound that came from her throat was something Gabriel knew he’d never forget as long as he lived. The anguished cry ripped into him like a white-hot blade as her head moved slowly from side to side, her legs crumpling so that he had to take her full weight on.

“I’m so sorry, sweetheart,” he whispered through his tightening throat. “I’m so fucking sorry.” He removed his hand from her mouth and turned her around to face him, half expecting a fist to fly at his jaw. 

But all she did was move into him, her hands grasping the front of his shirt to help hold herself up.

“Please tell me you’re lying,” she pleaded.

“I can’t do that.”

“Why…why her? Why my mom? She was all I had. All I ever had.”

Helpless didn’t come close to describing what he felt as she began to cry, her gut-wrenching sobs shaking him, the tragic questions burning his ears. “I swear to God I would take this for you if I could,” he whispered into her hair. “I’d give anything to save you from this pain.” Meaningless words to her, no doubt, but true all the same.

After what seemed an eternity, her grip loosened and she pushed herself back so she could see his face. He dropped his arms, hoping her need to bolt had passed. Her red-rimmed eyes were still shimmering. Her face raw with emotion. But it was the cold, detached look she leveled him with that chilled him to the bone.

She braced her shoulders and demanded hoarsely, “What else.”

“Eva—” He raised his hand, but she stepped back with a jerk.

“Don’t. You. Dare. Just finish what you have to say so I can get the hell out of this nightmare you’ve dragged me into.”

So she could get out?

Right then he knew he had a choice to make. Continue this while feeling every single emotion she was feeling. Or revert to the man his father had raised with pride so many years ago—that cold, ruthless being who’d been taught to kill his emotions before they got in the way of what needed to be done.

Gabriel moved so that he stood between her and the door, and when he looked at her again, it was through the lens of a lethal man who’d made a promise to a deadly Russian leader.

“You are not leaving here.”

She spun to face him, grief and anger all over her face. “The hell I’m not! You can’t stop me. So quit all of this screwing around and finish this!”

A pitiless smile curved his lips. “Don’t for a minute fool yourself into thinking I can’t do whatever the fuck I want. From here on out, you’re mine, sweetheart, and you’re not going anywhere.”

Her gasp was sharp, her expression icy in her outrage, those eyes hardening to the same dark azure Gabriel saw every time he was in the room with Vasily. “Since you clearly have more to say, why don’t you start talking.”

Gabriel did, but not because she’d ordered him to.

“For the past couple of months, I’ve been your father’s eyes and ears where you’re concerned. There hasn’t been one second of one day since Vasily came to me that your movements haven’t been monitored by me or one of my boys.”

She stumbled until the backs of her knees hit the bed and she went down heavily, bouncing slightly on the mattress.

“Caleb Paynne is on my payroll. You were right. We know each other. He agreed to go to New York to keep an eye on you when I couldn’t be there.”

She shook her head. “That can’t be. He would have told me.”

“Call him. He’ll confirm it.”

A spark of betrayal flashed in her eyes before she bowed her head to hide her expression.

He went on. “Everything I see is put into a report. Everyday stuff that your father used to see himself before he left. I know about your penchant for double-raw-skinny-lattes from Starbucks. I know you prefer OPI nail polish to Zoya. Like your father, you’ll sit with your back to the wall rather than the room, every time. You drive carefully but like speed. Your favorite color is blue, unless we’re talking clothes—then it’s black. Leggings and a tank top are your choice when going casual, jeans and too-small shirts if you’re going for a ride on that asshole’s bike. When a man checks you out, the second his back is turned you roll your eyes because you never fail to notice. For some reason, you enjoy cut green beans the way others enjoy an expensive steak, and you’ll almost always stop when you pass by a store that has shoes in a window display. If someone is walking a dog, I’ve yet to see you go by them without mauling the thing for at least a minute.”

“Oh my God.” A lone tear trailed down her ashen cheek as she tented her hands over her mouth.

Closing his eyes against a wave of self-loathing, he recalled some details Vasily had given him during a call they’d shared about a month after Gabriel had started watching Eva. “Your father has known you your whole life. He may have left to keep you and your mother safe, but he was never far away. He told me about the day you lost your first tooth, said you were in a park. You were five, and he was there. And the day you had your first haircut when you were three? He was standing in the shadows across the street watching because he didn’t want to miss it.”

She shook her head and pressed her hands over her ears, so he raised his voice.

“He was there every year on your first and last days of school, birthdays, Christmas, Thanksgiving. Told me it nearly killed him watching you and Kathryn cry together the time she brought you and Nika to some girl’s summer camp you’d insisted on attending. You were thirteen. And that fat estate deposit you receive every month? The one your mother used to get before her death, from the wealthy uncle that passed away without a next of kin? The uncle never existed. It’s from your father. Just one more way he arranged to take care of you two.”

“Stop it,” she whispered, dropping her hands. She was visibly shaking. “Please, stop. Oh my God. What are you doing? How do you know these things?”

He didn’t stop. “Vasily chose me to protect you because he trusts me. He knows I’m more than capable. But what neither of us realized was that your connection to me might bring you into more danger than your connection to him.”

She pushed to her feet, but that didn’t stop him from talking.

“My father was the head of our crime family, and the last job I did for him was to leave a truck filled with explosives in front of a factory owned by one of his enemies. Long story short—my brother’s woman was in the building that blew up. The day I left New York, he vowed to kill any woman I got involved with the same way I’d killed the woman he loved.”

With Eva now directly in front of him, her expression tormented, Gabriel skidded down the last stretch.

“The man you met at Caleb’s place the day you left New York.” He paused, frowning when her eyes fluttered. “Stefano Moretti is my brother, Eva. And he’s coming for you.”

He caught her as she went down.

As he lifted her into his arms, he cursed in every language he knew, placing her on the bed and brushing her hair away from her face. He pulled the covers from beneath her to tuck her in, terrified by the icy feel of her skin. Straightening, he jogged out to the living room to grab his phone from where he’d dropped it earlier. He whistled for the boys as he hauled ass back to Eva, knowing one of them would have stayed on his door.

In seconds, Alek, Jak, and Micha were all barreling into the bedroom, their steps pounding like thunder.

“What happened?” Micha asked as he went to his knees beside the bed.

Gabriel was about to level him for his gall, but then remembered the guy had been medically trained in the army back in Russia. “She passed out. Dead faint.” He also remembered that Stefano’s underboss had escaped their custody, critically injuring a man in the process. He turned to Jak. “How’s Abel? And you’d better tell me someone found Furio.” He snapped the throw blanket from the chair in the corner and stalked over to drape it over Eva’s still form.

“Abel’s in surgery. Jerod said he’d call but it doesn’t look good. Furio is still MIA.”

Gabriel saw red. “That cocksucker. If Abel dies, too, I’ll…Jesus Christ,” he growled, deflating at the thought. “I should have sent someone else out with them.”

“The twins have never needed a third, G,” Alek said. “That’s why we have them. This isn’t your fault. You can’t control everything.”

“I haven’t controlled shit since this one came into my life.” His voice cracked like lightning bolts in the quiet room as he flung his arm toward Eva. She didn’t budge.

“Her pulse is slowing.” Micha got to his feet and looked down at Eva. “I wouldn’t worry too much, Moretti. She’s Vasily Tarasov’s kid. This is totally doable for her.”

Fuck, he hoped so. He sank onto the edge of the bed and slowly counted to ten. Very gently, he rested his hand on the flat expanse between Eva’s hips and measured her breathing.

“I sent Vito and Bobby T to the airport, and Maks is monitoring everything else under the sun. We’ll find him.”

He looked up at Jak and was grateful the guy was getting on with it. “Furio is as experienced as we are. I never should have underestimated him.”

“We’ll find him,” Jak repeated as he waved at the others to head out. “I doubt she’ll want an audience when she comes to.” He halted mid-step and palmed his phone. He read what had to be a text and then sighed in a way that could only mean one thing. “Abel’s out, and barring anything unusual, should be fine.”

Gabriel sent up a silent prayer of thanks. Jerod would have been lost without his brother.

Jak slapped the doorjamb on his way out. “We’ll call if we hear anything else.”

“Not if it’s her,” Gabriel stipulated, causing three sets of eyebrows to go up. “She’s going to need to let the steam out. And I have a feeling it’s going to come in the way of a few hundred choice words in my direction.”

“Set your phone up in the corner; video and audio,” Micha instructed with a straight face. “Maks will want the footage.” The asshole closed the door behind them.

 

† † †

 

Awareness returned slowly to Eva as thick layers of darkness separated, stretched apart, and then dissipated altogether. An odd sense of comfort battled with anxiety as she opened her eyes.

“Come on, sweetheart. You’re killing me here.”

Well, that explained the warmth. Gabriel was holding her, and she was wrapped up in his bed like a Christmas cracker. She shifted and he reared back. Their eyes met.

“Finally.” He sounded so gut-wrenchingly relieved that her stomach tightened.

“What’s wrong…” She stiffened when it all came rushing back.

“Shh. It’s okay,” he murmured, cupping her cheek. “Please stay calm. Everything’s going to be fine.”

Fine? How could anything ever be fine again after all the shit this psycho had told her?

Her father? Gabriel expected her to believe he knew her father? Who happened to be a Russian mobster? And not just any Russian mobster, like that wouldn’t be enough, but the head of some deadly syndicate?

The last few months swiftly played through her mind.

Her mother’s accident…Caleb showing up in New York…right around the time Gabriel said he’d been contacted…seeing Gabriel at TarMor…then at the gala…him being her boss…

Everything suddenly clicked into place.

Caleb’s apartment that day. Stefano Moretti knowing who she was. Unknown men with their unexplained warnings and messages. Gabriel always showing up at the right time.

Her mom, murdered.

Her father, protecting her.

Gabriel and Stefano Moretti, brothers.

Gabriel, the son of a mafia boss.

People were trying to kill her.

With a swift shove, she slipped out of his arms and leapt from the bed. She barely made it to the bathroom before her stomach unloaded. She wretched and wretched, but not having eaten anything in hours, she basically had dry heaves that wouldn’t quit. She felt Gabriel pull her hair back and settle a cool, damp cloth on the back of her neck. His warm hand stroked her back, the touch seeping through her shirt to heat her clammy skin.

Pulling away, she fell on her ass next to the toilet and stayed there, wrapping her arm around her knees as she wiped her mouth with the cloth. She stared up into Gabriel Moretti’s immobile features as he squatted in front of her.

“Eva.”

She shook her head fiercely, nearly waving the damp fabric in a sign of surrender. “Please,” she croaked. “I can’t take any more.”

“There is no more, sweetheart,” he assured her gently.

Hit by a wave of dizziness, she dropped her pounding head to her knees. She was suddenly too exhausted, too confused, and so scared she would have gladly welcomed a hard punch to the temple if it would have guaranteed another reprieve from the mess jamming up her brain.

She stayed slumped over and curled in on herself for who knew how long, until Gabriel’s strong arm burrowed under her knees. The other braced her upper back as he gathered her to his chest and rose to his full height. With no more fight left in her, she let him carry her back into the bedroom.

After all, according to him, she was trapped. A prisoner. Even if she tried to run, they would be watching. The same way they had been for the past two months.

She was too numb to react to it anymore.

When he laid her on the bed, she had just enough energy to roll over so that her back was to him. She curled her legs up and hugged a pillow to her chest as she stared at the wall.

Her father, a man she’d never even seen a picture of, a man she hated, a man who’d walked out on her and her mom, had in fact been somewhere in the background of their lives, protecting them, watching over them, providing for them, without either of them ever having been aware of it.

“Where is my f-father now?” Her voice came out froglike as she struggled through a word she’d never before used in conjunction with my.

“In Russia.”

Russia. “The people responsible for my mom’s accident. Does he know who they are? Where they are?”

“They’re dead. By his hand.”

Her heart slammed into her ribs. Dead? Her father had killed them? Because they’d killed her mom?

How evil did it make her for finding more satisfaction than censure in that?

But they’d murdered her mother, causing a beautiful, selfless woman to burn alive while trapped in her car by the seat belt—

Eva squeezed her eyes shut and forced herself to continue her effort to make sense of it all.

Stefano Moretti.

At Caleb’s apartment, he’d assured her they’d meet again. Now she knew it was because he wanted to kill her. She couldn’t even touch on Caleb and why that other lying, sneaky, betraying jerk had kept such a potentially deadly secret from her.

“You knew I met your brother at Caleb’s apartment the day I left New York?”

“Yes.”

Of course he had. “The man with the long hair. He was with Stefano. Do you know him?”

“He’s one of my best friends. His name is Vincente Romani. Aside from Paynne, he was another of your shadows when I couldn’t be in New York to keep an eye on you.”

That explained why he’d seemed familiar, and why he’d tried to put her at ease that day. “He works for you and your brother?”

“V’s been with my family from the beginning. He’s now a capo—a caporegime or captain. He keeps an eye on things and lets me know if shit gets out of hand. Sometimes I intervene, anonymously, of course, and sometimes I don’t.”

“If your brother wants to kill me, why didn’t he have that guy do it when he broke into my house? We were alone.”

A pause. “He’ll want to do the job himself.”

Nice. She went on like they were talking about someone else’s fucked up life. “You were born into this crime family?”

“Yes.”

“What kinds of things did you do when you were a…” Was there a politically correct term for someone in the mafia? A goon? A made man? A mobster? “When you were in New York,” she finished.

He remained silent so long she wondered if he’d even answer.

“I followed whatever order my father gave. When I could, I kept to the business side of things, but only because it was more interesting—overseeing the gambling houses, document altering, dealing with the chop shops and organizing the export of refurbished vehicles. Our family has a lucrative loan-sharking operation that was always a nice challenge.”

“That’s it?” she said when he didn’t go on.

“No.”

 “What. The rest is a secret?”

He paused again. “You want it all, Eva?”

She swallowed, then nodded. And held her breath.

“Contract killing. Arms, organ and drug trafficking. Embezzlement. Prostitution. Just a few things Stef has gotten into in the last few years.”

Okay. Now she had a clear, horrifying picture of a family filled with murdering criminals. “Have you ever killed anyone?” she asked as she started breathing again.

“Yes.”

“More than one?” she pressed weakly.

“Yes, Eva. More than one. I considered them necessary kills. Not many of us take a life for the sake of taking a life.”

She rolled over and sat up, really looking at Gabriel for the first time since her intruder had called earlier. His mouth was set tight, tension lines bracketed his eyes, his hair was separated by deep grooves as though he’d been running his fingers through it.

But he still looked capable of ruling the world and everyone in it.

“What would you consider a necessary reason for taking a life?” she asked, genuinely curious.

“If someone threatens, hurts, or kills someone I consider mine, I’ll put them down. If they fuck with, beat, or kill a child or a defenceless woman, I’ll put them down.” He held her gaze as he reached over to uncap the bottle of water sitting on the nightstand. “I haven’t filled the bottom of the Hudson, if that’s what you’re thinking.” He handed her the bottle.

Her chest swelled with emotion as her morals struggled. Did she swoon over his protective instincts? Or shrink back at how far he’d go to satisfy to them?

As she accepted the water, her entire being strained to go to him. Would some of his strength seep into her if she burrowed into that wide chest?

She downed half the bottle, her frustration rising because the man she wanted to accept comfort from was the very man who’d just destroyed her world as she’d known it.

“I don’t want to stay here with you.” Could she even go to the police with this story without them locking her up in a padded room?

As something she couldn’t identify—sure wasn’t concern—flashed through the lingering shadows in Gabriel’s eyes, his big shoulder rolled in a shrug.

That was it? A shrug? “You’re an arrogant bastard.”

“You’re a pain in the ass.”

Shock nearly rendered her speechless. Nearly. “Boo-hoo. At least I’m not a liar.”

“No. You’re just hard-headed and lippy, not to mention too stubborn to recognize when someone is trying to help you.”

She was about to throw the water bottle at his gorgeous head when it hit her that he might be right. But what did he expect her to do? Work through all of this while sitting in this fucking bed with him?

She huffed out a dismayed breath and gave him her back.

“You’re free to roam.” She heard him get to his feet. “Just be aware the boys stationed outside know you’re not to leave the suite.”

As the door closed, Eva grabbed a pillow and stuffed it into her face so the sound of her tears wouldn’t be heard.


FOURTEEN

Vincente held his breath as Stefano’s cologne played chicken with his gag reflex. Man, the expensive shit was always the worst. Especially when trapped in an ancient elevator with a wearer that had to have bathed in the shit.

But maybe he was being oversensitive because his nerves were stretched to the limit.

The car ground to a halt, the ding of the bell sounding weak and sad from overuse. He gladly exited first, taking the lead down the empty hallway in Caleb Paynne’s apartment building. They’d stopped by the clubhouse to discover the biker they wanted was MIA. One of his brothers had let them know—after he’d checked in with a higher authority—where Caleb was. Which had given Vex, the MC’s president, and Caleb, a heads-up that company was enroute.

They stopped—for the second time in a week—in front of apartment 4B and Vincente raised his fist to knock, listening to the sounds of someone moving around inside. When the lock clicked and the door swung wide, the coldly resigned expression that met them made V want to smirk. Biker had to work on his poker face.

“Paynne,” Stefano greeted.

The idiot looked them over as though trying to figure out why they’d come a-callin’. A round of hand clasps were exchanged.

“Gonna invite us in?” Vincente prodded.

With the perfect amount of hesitation, Paynne moved aside so they could enter the apartment where a flatscreen in the corner was showing a rerun of Vincente’s favorite FX series about a badass MC.

Stefano glanced around with the same distaste he’d shown the other day. “You should get yourself a garage. Come work for me—I’ll set you up.”

“He’s already set up.” The big, blond president of the Obsidian Devils MC walked out of the bathroom rubbing an oily substance into his grease-stained hands. Vex was wearing his cut, which was the norm. Vincente respected the guy, knowing exactly what the crazy street rat was capable of.

“Vex.” Stefano wasn’t happy to see the Pres. “You hanging with your subordinates now?”

Vex’s perfect set of pearly whites flashed, but the smile didn’t reach the guy’s baby blues. “A brother isn’t seen as a subordinate where I come from. Reaper.” He nodded Vincente’s way and received a clipped nod back.

Stefano dismissed him and turned to Paynne, who’d walked to the small kitchenette and now stood holding an already opened beer. The worn vest carefully laid out over the counter caught V’s eye. Upper rocker read Obsidian Devils, the lower, Manhattan. In the center was the ODMC’s fierce Grim Reaper wrapped in a black angel’s embrace. The MC and 1% patches were there, but so too was a new one. V. President was now affixed on the right breast, proud and visible.

Looked like Paynne wasn’t heading back to Seattle, he thought as Vex caught his eye and gave him a look before sauntering over to block Stefano’s view. “Heard through the grapevine you were missing some coin from one of your operations in Freeport.”

Perfect. Gabriel’s big bro started chirping about those who underestimate the family as Vincente sidled up to Paynne.

“Go with whatever he asks,” he said under his breath. “Answer him. No fucking around. He knows the deal, and she’s covered.”

“Is she? ’Cause I’ve been texting her and she hasn’t given me shit. Where the fuck is she, V?”

Damn, Mr. VP was shooting sparks.

“Furio got to her, but she’s okay. I’ll get the details and let you know.”

Vincente had already moved away when Stefano tired of his and Vex’s conversation. He sidestepped the biker and focused on Paynne. “Wanted to ask you about the woman I met here the other day.”

The biker put his beer down, jaw tight, and moved over to stand in front of the boss. “What were you doin’ in my place?”

“Doesn’t matter. I hear she hooked up with someone. Know anything about that?”

The resentment that flashed over the biker’s face was a little too real, but Vincente could do nothing except hope the guy pulled it together before he fucked them all.

“What makes you think I’m gonna talk to you about that girl?” Paynne growled, possessiveness positively dripping from his tone.

Stefano’s face hardened. “I thought I made it clear I was the one asking the questions. Vincente?”

As V figuratively dragged his feet over, his respect for the biker grew. Paynne turned to face him, his expression reading don’t-make-it-hurt-too-much.

Stefano turned away and took out his phone as he crossed to the window, giving the impression that he found the coming action a bore. “You get the arm taken care of?” he asked whoever had picked up on the other end on the line. Had to be Furio, since Alek had let V know one of the Berkman twins had injured the underboss before things had gone to shit. Never paid to relax your guard around guys like Furio.

Not wanting to drag the “punishment” out, V let loose a quick right jab that connected with Paynne’s left eye. Unfortunately, he had to make it convincing, which was why the biker’s head snapped back, almost sending him down to his ass. And didn’t they all know about that split second it took before a pain-filled shower of fireworks burst behind the socket. The VP put a hand up when Vex stepped forward. Guy was the shit.

Going right up in the biker’s grill, V fisted the front of a sweet Affliction tee and glanced over to make sure Stefano wasn’t paying attention. “Sorry, man,” he murmured with uncharacteristic sympathy and regret, and then rolled his eyes and said louder, “Learn a little respect, asshole.”

“Hair smells awesome. Do you condition separately or use a two-in-one?”

He blinked and met the biker’s glinting eyes and had to bite the inside of his cheek so he wouldn’t bust out laughing. What the fuck? The dum-dum’s skull had to be hoppin’, yet here he was, Comedy Central. What a keeper.

With a weak shove, he sent the comedian toward the counter and went to stand like a statue at the front door. “Answer the man’s questions,” he barked, trying like hell not to look at Vex, who was trying to smother a grin.

Stefano pocketed his phone. “What do you know about the guy nailing your friend?”

That sucked the humor from the room like a Dyson, but Stefano didn’t give any fucks as he sauntered over to the coffee table where he picked up an issue of Soldier of Fortune. Paynne’s fingers closed into fists as the boss started flipping through it, and this time Vincente couldn’t hold back a grin. The magazine looked brand-new. If it had been his and he hadn’t had a chance to look through it yet, he’d be pissed, too.

Or maybe Paynne was cranky about hearing G was bedding Vasily’s daughter. Fuckin’ balls on his boy for not clearing it with the Pakhan, but whatever.

Glancing his way, Paynne flashed him a grim look but said, “All I know is his name; Gabriel Moore.”

Stefano’s demeanor changed like it always did when G’s name came up in conversation. Guy had one helluva hate-on for his brother. “This a serious relationship? Or is she just getting some grind.”

Paynne popped his jaw, the muscle under his swiftly swelling eye twitching. “Couldn’t say. Not really in the habit of asking my sister’s friends if they’ve found love.”

Surprisingly, Stefano ignored the sarcasm.

Or not, V thought, priming to step in as the boss reached into his inside pocket. But instead of pulling out his nine and attempting to blow a hole through the two gearheads, he withdrew what looked to be a couple of folded eight-by-tens. He placed them face down on the counter next to the Stella bottle.

“Thanks for the info, friend. Next time I need something, I expect you to be a little more accommodating.”

Wishing he knew who was being threatened—the photos couldn’t be about anything else—Vincente reached out and opened the door as Stefano came toward him. They left without another word.

 

† † †

 

Caleb Paynne watched Gabriel’s brother and his capo—who was much more impressive—leave his soon-to-be-vacated place. How the hell the Reaper could stomach playing that guy’s heavy he didn’t know. Fit the role, though, tough bastard.

When the door closed, instead of going back to raging over where the fuck Eva and Nika were—he couldn’t get a hold of either of his girls—he finally allowed himself the weakness of reaching up to touch his throbbing eye. Fuck. The swelling had already started. He grabbed a leftover bag of corn from the freezer so he could stick it on his face.

“Fucker,” he muttered as Vex came over. His Pres shoved the veggies aside and grabbed his chin, surveying the damage. “Considering we’re on the same side you’d think he’d have relaxed a little on the follow-through.”

Vex dropped his hand with a snort. “Think about the easy two-fifty behind that fist, my brother,” he said dryly. “He was relaxed. Was your hard-on for his hygiene habits necessary?”

He grinned. “Couldn’t help it. Guy’s too serious. Wanted to shake him up a little.”

“You did that. Could’ve sworn I saw his lip twitch.” Vex leaned over and picked up the papers Stefano had left on the counter.

Caleb slam-dunked the corn in the garbage but turned back when Vex cursed.

“What is it?”

“Death sentence.”

“Whose?”

“Stefano Moretti’s.”

Adrenaline coming online, Caleb stepped up and glanced at the papers, his hands immediately making a grab for the two photographs.

“Time to head home, brother,” his Pres suggested.

Caleb stared down into his little sister’s sad eyes. She was in what had to be her prick husband’s car, her bright head leaning on the passenger window, expression vacant.

“Take me to the airport,” he rasped.

 

† † †

 

As Gabriel reached for his ringing cell that he’d thrown on the corner of his desk, he became aware he wasn’t alone in the office area of the suite.

“Yeah.”

“Just checking in,” Alek said. “She okay?”

“Yeah. I think so.” The “she” in question was looking out the windows into the darkness as she slowly made her way over.

“Good. No news yet. Later, brother.”

Gabriel hung up and put the phone back.

Eva didn’t look at him as she paused by the bar. “What was that about?”

His attention was divided between that goddamn body of hers and the way she was now rearranging the bottles and decanters from shortest to tallest. “Alek was checking to make sure you’re okay.”

She scoffed under her breath. “Another idiot,” she muttered, turning to face him now that she was finished her unusual task. “If he was truly concerned, he’d be in here kicking your ass for holding me against my will.”

He had to force his gaze up from the perfection of her mile-long legs. “He’d like that.”

Her brow fluttered. “Like what?”

“You foolishly thinking he could kick my ass.”

Her lips thinned as she drew nearer. “Is Gabriel even your real name?” she surprised him by asking.

“Yes. My mother named me after her father.”

“I don’t want personal details,” she snapped.

He leaned back in his chair. Why? Because knowing shit about him made him less of a monster?

“So, Gabriel Moretti.” She shifted the lamp on the desk so that its base was aligned perfectly with the blotter. “Does that mean TarMor is Tarasov/Moretti, and not Moore like the world thinks?” The two pens he’d thrown on some flyers were tucked into a half-full holder and the flyers were folded and placed neatly alongside his date book.

“That’s right,” he said, totally engrossed in watching the beauty of her hands as she fiddled. “Alek and I grew up together, and we started the firm ten years ago. It was nickel-and-dime stuff for the first while, but at least it was ours. Once Markus came on board, we expanded, and it became more of a time sucker. But worth it because we found success without the requisite blood on our hands.” His bad. He’d let slip more personal details.

“I quit, by the way,” she said as she flipped the pens in the holder so that they were all uniformly ink-tip down. “I know two weeks is courtesy, but I don’t feel that’s necessary under the circumstances. And would you consider getting me my own room? I could use the privacy.”

The smile he felt pull up the corners of his mouth was smug. The enjoyment he got out of interacting with her he kept hidden. “Nah. You’re right where you belong. And I don’t accept your resignation.” 

Even though she wasn’t at a hundred percent—she’d obviously slept for a while—her eyes sharpened with afront. “You can’t force me to work for you, Gabriel.”

Why did the simple sound of his name on her lips make him hard? He leaned his elbows on the desk so she wouldn’t see the outline in his pants. “Why not?”

Confusion pulled her brows down. “Why not? Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because every time you’ve opened your big mouth since I met you, all you’ve done is lie to me?”

He gave her an impatient look. Were they back to that? “After everything I told you, about your father, his enemies, my brother, do you still not understand that I had no choice? Why can’t you see that I needed you close to me however I could get you there?”

She was staring at his big mouth as she blurted, “You didn’t have to have sex with me.”

Mmm. He leaned his head to the left and felt a satisfying crack in his neck. “Yeah, baby, I did. I just couldn’t help myself.” And that was the God’s honest truth.

When her breath caught and her eyes widened, he got up and walked over to the bar to pour them some brandy. It was either that or strip and fuck her on the desk. For some reason, he didn’t think she’d go for that.

She scooted her tight ass into a leather chair when he approached, bringing her knees up and wrapping her arms around them. As she stared up at him with those big sapphire eyes, she suddenly looked young and scared, and Gabriel wanted to give himself a shot in the face for being such an asshole.

He sighed and handed her one of the tumblers. “You’re right, of course, I didn’t have to fuck you.” Bullshit. Deep down, he still felt as if he’d had no choice. Liking that his crass description had made her blush, he went around and took his seat. “But I did, and we can’t change that now.” He put his glass down and gave his eyes a rub with the heels of his hands. “Listen, the bottom line here is, you have to stay with me. I can protect you because I know the threat that’s coming. I gotta stop fighting me on this.” Even though I get off on butting heads with you. “I don’t even want to think about what your father will do if something happens to you on my watch.” It would kill Vasily. Gabriel knew that without having to be told.

Eva slowly lowered her feet to the floor and stared into her glass. She took a sip, shivered a bit. Didn’t have a clue his mouth started to water because her nipples were now visible and he wanted at them.

“What if I get away from you and go to the police.”

“We all have connections. Including Stefano. Word would get back to him before you could spit and, depending on whose payroll the cops in question are on, you might find yourself in the back of a squad car being delivered to my brother with a pretty bow on your ass. Who would help you then?” He was her only option. He had to make her understand that.

“Fine.”

Thank fuck. He celebrated the relatively easy win by taking a drink. “You’ll stay?” he confirmed. “Without screaming the place down or trying to take off first chance you get?”

“Yes.” She placed her glass square in the middle of a coaster on the table next to her and sat there with her back arrow straight. Her hands came together after a second and she began linking and unlinking her fingers, her tapered nails clicking as she drummed one set on top of the other in that way he’d noticed she did when she was nervous.

She finally looked at him. “Would my father hurt you?”

Concern? For him? “If something were to happen to you on my watch?”

She nodded.

“Absolutely.” Probably gonna kill me the second he sees me.

“What if it isn’t your fault? What if I decide to sneak away? He shouldn’t make you pay for something you have no control over.”

Swallowing a growl because she was too fucking precious for words, Gabriel stood and went to her, covering her hands with one of his to still her fingers as he knelt at her feet. “Eva, if you sneak away and my brother or Furio—the guy that broke into your house—finds you, the least of your worries will be how painful your father will make my death. You will be in the presence of men who—”

“No, no, no.” She shook her head violently, her hand turning so she could grasp his fingers. “I…I don’t want that. I don’t want you to even be hurt. No matter what’s happened between us, I don’t want that. I don’t want you to die.”

His fucking heart squeezed at her words and he reached out to trace his knuckles down her cheek, rubbing a lock of her dark silky hair through his fingers. She didn’t flinch away from his touch. Now whether that was because she was on her way to forgiving him or just too tired to care, he didn’t know. But he’d take it.

“As long as you stay by my side, everything will work out as it should. But you have to stay right by my fucking side,” he stressed. “And, Eva?”

She made a little sound as she looked into his eyes.

“Don’t think badly of your father. He isn’t the only one who would kill for you.”

She winced and turned toward the window; her profile was as perfect as the rest of her. God, she was flawless. From her beauty to her spirit to her guarded heart.

“Your word, Eva. I want your word that you’ll stay.”

She squeezed his fingers, her voice cracking when she gave it. “I swear, I’m not going anywhere.”

He had a feeling he was going to hold her to that.


FIFTEEN

 

Eva was sitting with her legs tucked under her, the light of morning streaming into the main room, when the bedroom door opened and Gabriel came prowling out.

His hair, still wet from a shower, shone blacker than a raven’s wing. He’d dressed in a casual black button-down that had the sleeves rolled to expose his forearms, a pair of well-worn jeans, and black boots like the kind Caleb wore.

He stopped next to the sofa, leaving a good stretch between them, and feeling her attraction to him spike, she pulled the lapels of her robe tighter. His quirking lip told her he noticed. She should have gotten dressed, but she’d been too worried about waking him because, much to her deteriorating mental health, he’d slept next to her last night. She’d learned that when she’d woken in the wee hours…in his arms.

She blushed now, remembering how content she’d felt as she’d cuddled in and fallen back to sleep like the big, stupid dummy she was. When what she should have done was come out here and take the sofa while reminding herself what had happened to women who had romantic relationships with mobsters.

She’d do that tonight, she thought, eyeing the sofa.

“So many thoughts floating around in there, hmm?”

Mmm. His voice was all rough and rumble.

“Did you sleep well?” The heat in his gaze grew with every second that ticked by.

She didn’t want to give him credit, but she did by nodding. Then her stomach growled loudly. “Sorry.” She covered the noise with her hand as her cheeks heated. “Hungry.”

“Yeah. I know the feeling,” he threw dryly over his shoulder as he walked to the door.

Did he? Why, because he was also hungry for breakfast?

While his back was turned, she skipped quickly into the bedroom and dug through one of her two suitcases that she’d spotted next to the closet when she’d woken. She tossed the robe onto the foot of the bed and quickly slipped on underwear and a bra before sliding her legs into a pair of navy leggings. She pulled a loose white tank over her head and left her hair down but slipped her usual hair tie around her wrist before she headed back out.

Or had he meant he was hungry for her?

Could he be, after the way she’d fallen to pieces last night? She doubted it. But then, he was a man, and men liked sex.

So did she.

With him.

She groaned and went back out to find him standing in the doorway to the dining room. His level stare unsettled her more and more with every step she took.

“Stop looking at me like that.”

He just smiled a little and pulled out a chair for her at the table.

She sat, tucking one leg under her, and inhaled the tantalizing aroma of coffee, bacon, and eggs. Her mouth watered as he sat on her right, at the head of the table. While he lifted the covers off their breakfast plates, she poured two steaming cups of coffee before adding cream to hers.

“Let’s talk about your father,” Gabriel said as they began to eat.

Like it had been doing all morning, Eva’s heart shifted again, softening for a man she’d always assumed was self-serving and irresponsible, nothing but a rich playboy. When, instead, he might be someone who’d sacrificed his own happiness, his family, in order to keep them safe from the indisputably dangerous world he lived in.

What kind of person would do such a noble, painful thing?

Your sperm donor.

As regret for her awful judgment rose, she thought about how, in the end, it had all been for nothing. Because her mother’s life had indeed been taken by the very people Vasily Tarasov had tried to protect them from. Members of a rival Russian organized crime family.

She was the daughter of a Russian mob boss.

She pushed away the rising hysteria she should probably give herself permission to feel. After all, in the last week, she’d moved home, met Gabriel, lost her virginity, started a new job, found out her boss was the man she’d lost her virginity to, been attacked in her home, was being held hostage against her will—sort of—and found out her father was a Russian crime boss.

Shaking her head at the impossibility of it all, she did something extremely normal and took a drink of her coffee. Maybe it would do her good to talk about it. God knew she wasn’t getting far with it on her own.

“I don’t know if you’ll understand,” she admitted, forking up some eggs. She chewed and swallowed.

Looking surprised—that she wasn’t being a pain in the ass, stubborn hard-head?—Gabriel put a half-eaten piece of toast down on the side of his plate. “Try me.”

“I hate him.” Nice. Very subtle. She cringed and dropped her eyes to the twisty orange garnish on the edge of her plate. “I mean, I did hate him. For so many years, for abandoning us. He seemed so irresponsible and selfish.” She clutched her napkin in a death grip. “My mom never gave me any details about him, other than that she’d loved him. I used to ask her stuff when I was younger, and she’d change. Get really still, like she might break if she moved. The light in her eyes would go out, and her voice would become hollow. It was like watching the life drain out of her. Needless to say, I stopped asking.”

She forked up more eggs but had to wash them down with some orange juice in order to swallow them so she placed her utensils aside.

“Once I was old enough to realize what I was seeing, I knew my father had destroyed her when he left us. Sure, she lived, took amazing care of me, created a wonderful home for me. But for her?” Eva shook her head. “A huge part of her was dead. It’s the main reason I’ve shied away from getting involved with anyone. I didn’t want that to ever happen to me.”

But now she was very afraid it could.

Her anger toward him faded that much more when she looked up and saw the sympathy swimming in Gabriel’s eyes. He reached over and squeezed her fingers. “I don’t mean to disregard your mother’s pain, but what about you?”

“I always thought he left because of me,” she answered honestly. “I thought I ruined things when I was born, and it made me wonder if she regretted having me. I still wonder if she ever looked at me and thought about what her life would have been like if I hadn’t come along. If my father would have stayed. I just…I just wish I knew if I was enough for her.”

She was absently twisting the ring Gabriel wore on his thumb around and around. He didn’t seem to mind, and it was soothing, so she kept at it.

“I know that’s my grief talking. Or that’s what my counselor at school said. She also said that second-guessing the decisions I’ve made over the past couple of years will pass. Because, naturally, I wish I’d stayed in Seattle and not gone to New York at all. Then I wouldn’t have missed these final years together. I mean, who knew we didn’t have the rest of our lives.”

“Eva—”

“I know.” She waved her hand and refused to meet his eyes. “But if I’d been here, we’d have been somewhere together that day and she wouldn’t have been killed.” Or, for all Eva knew, she might have died that day, too.

“Or you could have been at school or at work or out with Nika and it would have happened anyway.”

She glared at him, annoyed by his reasonable tone.

He glared back. “And Vasily never left because of you—he left for you. Because he thought it would keep you both safe.”

She swallowed the knot that formed in her throat.

“All it takes is to hear him talk about you one time to be convinced of his love for you.” He leaned in. “Are you hearing me?”

She nodded and felt the broken part of her heart that belonged to her father begin the long journey of healing.

“He deserves huge props for such a sacrifice.” He let out a rough laugh as he ran his thumb over her knuckles in a smooth circle. “Alek did the same thing last year—ended a year-long relationship with the love of his life to keep her safe from a mole in Vasily’s organization. Poor guy’s still struggling.”

Could a man who loved his friends so deeply be that bad?

“The point here is you were a goddamn gift to both Vasily and Kathryn. And, despite what you just told me, you’ll never convince me that your existence didn’t save your mother’s life. I have no doubt in my mind that you gave her more joy and comfort, especially with the strength of your love for her, than any man ever could have. Even your father.”

With her defenses swiftly crumbling, Eva intertwined her fingers with his and gave him her first real smile since finding out he’d lied to her about being her boss. She was getting to know him well enough to know he didn’t make impassioned speeches unless he meant them.

“Thank you for that. I guess talking about this was a good idea,” she admitted.

“Of course it was,” he agreed arrogantly.

“I’ll have to keep working on rewiring my brain to think of my father as a good man instead of the immature jackass I’ve made him out to be all these years.”

“You do that. Because he is one of the best men I know. He’s protective, loyal to a fault when it comes to the people he loves. And is man enough to show it. Embarrasses all of us with his easy affection.”

She sat back in her chair. “How?”

“Smacking kisses to our red faces every time he sees us.” He flashed a crooked smile, as though picturing what he was saying, and poured himself more coffee. He held the carafe over her cup and she nodded. “Uses it being a Russian custom as an excuse. Vincente has the hardest time with it—his family was the opposite of Alek’s with showing emotion, kind of like mine—which is why your father makes V’s greeting louder and longer-lasting than any of ours. He has a dry sense of humor, is generous, but not ostentatious about it. His support, in certain things, is always anonymous. Last year he financed some sort of rebuild in his hometown of Noginsk, on the outskirts of Moscow. Refused to put his name anywhere. Made Maksim wire gobs of money through an untraceable account to make sure no accolades came his way.”

Affection and respect rang clear in Gabriel’s voice, and, even though it was ridiculous, a feeling of resentment had her wrinkling her nose. “I’m sorry, but speaking of selfish, I’m jealous that you know him so well,” she said as she took a drink from her warmed-up coffee.

“Oh, sweetheart…” He reached up and gently tugged a lock of her hair. “You’ll have your chance. I don’t think there’s anything he’d want more than to have you in his life. And don’t think he had any choice in getting to know me. All it took was a time or two that Alek invited me and Vincente to come hang out—after that we just showed up on our own. Anything was better than our places.”

“Why?”

He shrugged and got up to go out into the main room. Coming back with his phone, he placed it next to his plate, facedown. Always facedown, she noticed.

“V’s old man was a flashy asshole who left V to raise his little sister on his own after his mom died. Fuckin’ guy wasn’t even in high school yet, for chrissakes. And in my case, Stefano never hid the fact that he couldn’t stand me, for reasons I’m still not aware of. Even when we were kids, he always looked at me like…” He thought for a second and then shrugged. His knee connected with hers under the table. She didn’t move, and neither did he. “Like he hated my guts. I get why he does now, but back then, it never made sense to me. You’re his fourth target in this eye-for-an-eye thing, by the way. He already took the lives of three women I was involved with.”

Eva put her cup down and tried like hell not to show she was sickened by thoughts of him with those other women. It was awful that they’d been killed, yes, but the idea of him having a relationship with them… Three of them. Having sex. The way he had with her.

Ice trailed down her spine, making her teeth scrape together. He certainly hadn’t been lonely.

“Anyway,” he said, oblivious to her experiencing her first bout of jealousy. “The point I was trying to make was that my brother made being home miserable and I took advantage of any opportunity to be anywhere else. And not only him, but my father. ‘My responsibility’ was all I ever heard about.” His lip curled. “Couldn’t sneeze without him asking if that’s the way a Don would do it. He was a pro at reminding me that leading the family was all I was good for.”

Compassion for the young boy he’d been eased her further down the path of understanding. And forgiveness. No, she wasn’t forgetting that he’d done some shitty things, but he hadn’t done them not out of spite. In his own way, he’d always had her best interests at heart. She saw that now, and it touched her.

Leaning over the corner of the table, she finally gave in and kissed this complex man who was becoming harder and harder to resist.

 

† † †

 

Fuck. Yes.

This was it. This was what he’d been waiting for. What he needed.

Eva giving in. Coming to him.

His body reacted instantly, his physical hunger fighting to take over. His blood roared, his hands itched to haul her into his lap. But he pulled back on the reins and forced himself to take this for what it was. Comfort. She was affected by what he’d shared. And he had to respect that by not taking advantage.

But that wasn’t to say he couldn’t enjoy the fuck out of her soft heart. He did so by parting her lips and deepening the kiss. When her tongue met his, the sound of enjoyment she made had him reaching for her.

The hard knock that landed on the suite’s outer door fucked him before he even touched her.

She pulled back with bright eyes and a soft smile. “Shoot,” she whispered.

“I will. Whoever’s out there,” he promised.

She laughed in a surprised burst.

He’d been serious.

Another knock sounded and she sobered as apprehension crept onto her face. “Are you expecting someone?”

He sighed. She didn’t need this shit in her life. “It’ll be Alek. Maybe Jak. Quan would knock more politely.”

Her features tightened as he brought her to the sofa and gave her a nudge to sit—sue him if his hand lingered on the curve of her hip a little longer than was necessary—before going over to let the cock-blocker in.

Alek stood with his hands in the front pockets of his jeans, his navy shirt untucked. Quan was in the middle of the corridor also dressed in jeans, but a gray hoodie covered his frame. Micha, dressed in clothes more appropriate for the office, was behind them. The boys-club interest on all their faces had Gabriel rolling his eyes.

“About time.” Alek checked him out, his scrutiny becoming more focused when he reached his face. “No palm prints.”

“Not even a scratch,” Quan observed.

“What do you two want?”

“How is she this morning?” Alek asked.

Gabriel stepped back with a sigh. “Come see for yourselves.”

They entered the suite and he closed the door on a smirking Micha before following to join his boys in their ogle of his beauty. But the minute he caught sight of her, Gabriel knew something wasn’t right. She’d moved to sit in the chair next to the fireplace. Her back was straight, her legs crossed, and her long foot was bobbing.

“Good morning,” she said with a false brightness, her eyes hard, head tipped to the side. “Is it time to gawk at the hostage already? Sorry you wasted a trip. There won’t be any show today. It seems I got all that panic and terror out of my system last night. Oh, but wait.” She laughed without humor. “That’s right. You were here. Watching,” she stated flatly, the smile going south as she leveled them with a look that made even him uncomfortable. She pushed to her feet and looked at him. “Would you like me to leave the room so you can discuss the prisoner in private?”

“You’re not a prisoner, smartass.” Gabriel gave his boys a clap on the shoulder. “And they already feel like shit about what happened.”

“They should. Do either of you have girlfriends?”

The boys shook their heads.

“Surprise,” she murmured, then corrected herself. “Actually, that is surprising. Anyway, I’m assuming you have mothers.”

More negatives.

She puffed out a sigh. “Oh. Well, I’m sorry for your loss. But, listen, you’ve each had a woman in your life along the way. Or a man?”

Gabriel grinned and shook his head when she looked inquiringly at him.

“Okay. Women, then. Sister, maybe?”

Quan raised his hand as if he were in school.

“There’s one. You,” she said to Alek, “have had a woman. You’ve loved one along the way. Right?”

Alek’s skin turned gray as he no doubt thought of Sacha. Quan would be thinking of Jia, his younger sister who lived in Vancouver.

“Now picture someone holding her against her will. Imagine her screaming and crying, begging the others in the room to help her because she’s scared and confused about what’s going on. Then imagine those capable of aiding her turning their backs on her.”

Sickened by Eva’s view of last night, Gabriel wanted to go to her but wasn’t sure he’d be welcomed. “Interfering wasn’t an option for them.”

“Why?”

“Because they won’t undermine me.”

Her brows arched. “Why not? Aren’t you friends? Friends are allowed to disagree with each other.”

“Aside from being my friends, Quan and Jak also work for me.”

“Okay. I’d forgotten that. And Alek?”

“I do feel like hell about what happened last night,” Alek offered before glancing over. “She know about us?”

Gabriel shook his head. “I don’t think so.” If Eva had made the connection, she hadn’t mentioned it yet.

“Mind if I do the honors?”

Gabriel gave him a have-at-it wave.

Eva had already adopted a defensive stance by crossing her arms over her middle and tipping her head down. “What now.”

Alek was smiling as he sat on the arm of the sofa. “My father’s name was Evgeny. He passed away when I was a teenager, but his brother took over raising me like I was his own son. They had a sister, too, but she’s also gone. My uncle, your father, is all that’s left of that generation. And thank Christ for that because he’s an incredible man who you’re going to love as much as we all do. Welcome to the family, Eva.”


SIXTEEN

Around her surprise, a startling rush of emotion swept through Eva as she gaped at Gabriel’s business partner.

Alek Tarasov. Of course.

Once again, what she knew was realigning in her mind. And this time, the picture left behind was something beautiful. Something she’d never expected to have until she had children of her own.

A family.

Her arms fell from their tense cross and she clasped her hands together so she wouldn’t click her nails. She had a cousin. A handsome, successful male cousin. She disregarded the mob stuff because it had no place in this amazing moment of discovering she truly was no longer an orphan in this world.

He stood when she approached, looking a bit wary as she searched his features for some sort of resemblance. She thought she saw something in the shape of his eyes that reminded her of her own reflection, but that could just be wishful thinking.

“Do you have any brothers or sisters?” She heard the hope in her teary voice.

He shook his head. “No. It’s just me. Our aunt had one son as well. You’ll meet him soon. His name is Sergei.”

A sound of amazement came from her. Our aunt. He couldn’t have known what that meant to her, and rather than try to tell him, she chose to show him by wrapping him in a warm, grateful hug. When she felt his arms slowly circle her in a strong hug back, her breath snagged and she wanted to cry like a baby.

After a moment, she forced herself to step back and give her wet cheeks a rub. “Sorry if that made you uncomfortable. It’s just that I thought I was alone, but now I have a father, and you. That’s…well, it’s really, really great.”

She was touched to see his throat work as if he was also having some trouble with it. He cast a sidelong glance at Gabriel. “You take care of her or I’ll kill you,” he said in a low voice.

“Amen,” Quan murmured as he pulled his cell out and walked off.

Gabriel came over and exchanged a handclasp and backslap with Alek before her cousin gave her a nod and followed Quan out.

“Be ready in ten,” Gabriel ordered in a rough voice without looking at her. “We’re going to your place to grab some of your things.” His jaw was tight as he, too, turned and slammed his way out of the suite.

 

† † †

 

As they drove to her house, Eva tried to make a mental list of what they would bring back to the hotel with them and what she would delegate Gabriel’s people to put into storage—a suggestion Gabriel had made a few minutes ago under the reasoning that her keepsakes and heirlooms would remain intact if Stefano decided to burn her house to the ground to send a message.

As she looked out the window at the passing scenery, she tried to wrap her head around how these people operated. Burning someone’s home down. Holding someone against their will. Causing a car accident that left someone dead.

How did they live like this? Reacting so absolutely when something didn’t go their way.

She was still wondering when the Escalade turned onto her street and she spotted an unfamiliar car parked in front of her house.

“Does that car belong to one of your guys?” she asked Gabriel, who was driving. She was riding shotgun and Quan and Alek were right now unbuckling their belts in the backseat.

“No.” Gabriel’s arm came out to hold her in place as he swiftly pulled over. “It isn’t familiar. And with Nick gone, so are our eyes,” he said into the suddenly tense atmosphere.

“You know my neighbor?” she asked in surprise.

Gabriel’s focus stayed on the unknown vehicle, but something flashed across his expression too quickly for her to make it out. “He worked for my family for almost twenty years before Vasily offered him this placement. Nick’s wife had died—she was the sister of one of Vasily’s guys—so he accepted and moved out here. Said keeping an eye on a pretty blonde and mowing a lawn beat making collections any day.”

Had her mom known there was a connection between their neighbor and Eva’s father? “Where did he go? Could the car belong to the guys coming to pack?” she tagged on, hopeful.

Gabriel’s lips twisted. “They’re still fifteen minutes out. They’re coming from Meadowbrook with a truck.”

When he ignored her question about Nick, she wondered if the older man had been fired for some reason but didn’t ask because she was distracted by Gabriel leaning over to open the glove box. He withdrew a small handgun from underneath some papers.

Having seen an assortment of Caleb’s guns throughout the years, the sight of this one shouldn’t have bothered her. But it did. Because it wasn’t going to be used for target practice at the shooting range, but in an effort to protect her.

Gabriel checked the magazine and then the chamber. Then he slapped the small black weapon onto the dash and withdrew a larger one from the small of his back. He gave it the same treatment, check and snap. He tucked it back in, pulling his shirt over it so that it was once again hidden. Eva continued staring wide-eyed as he bent and lifted the left cuff of his pants to reveal a knife holstered on the inside of his ankle. He unsnapped the holder in preparation.

“Is the cannon strapped to your thigh coming out next or are we saving that for when we’re alone?” She lifted her eyebrows and, of course, blushed when Alek and Quan laughed.

“Cannon, huh?”

Her gaze skipped from the gun to Gabriel’s amused face. “Like that’s news to you,” she said absently, thinking this kind of danger must have been exactly what had motivated her father to leave her and her mom. His attempt to allow them a peaceful, safe life, even if without him, hoping all the while they’d never feel what Eva was feeling right now. What her mom must have felt before she died.

Eva’s heart softened that much more for the man who’d given up so much in order to protect them. “I want to meet my father, Gabriel,” she blurted. “Can you arrange that?”

He seemed caught off guard by her request. “Where are you in there?” he mused, brushing his thumb across her forehead. “And, yeah, I’ll arrange it.”

She sat back. “Okay. So what happens now?”

“We find out who’s here.” He glanced toward her house, his demeanor shifting into that cold, controlled man who’d shared the story of her life yesterday. “Listen. The men who work for Stefano won’t hesitate to use whatever means they must do their job.”

“I realized that when you were polishing all that steel,” she said dryly.

“Have you ever used a gun?”

“Yes, I have.” She wiped her damp palms down the front of her thighs and held out her hand.

“What the fuck do you mean, ‘yes, I have,’” he mimicked with a sneer.

She rolled her eyes. “Caleb used to take me and Nika to the shooting range with him back in high school.”

“What the fuck for?”

She smiled as she remembered Caleb trying to show them how to properly hold the weapon, shaking his head at their nervous laughter. “To entertain us at first, I think, and then later he said he wanted us to be able to defend ourselves.”

A tic worked in Gabriel’s jaw as he pocketed the keys, but he didn’t say another word as they all got out of the SUV. He was at her side and wrapping a strong arm around her waist before she had time to close the door.

Shit then got way too real when he shoved the smaller of his two weapons into her cold hand.

 

† † †

 

For chrissakes. Gabriel couldn’t believe he was giving Eva a fucking gun, much less that she knew how to use it.

Paynne. That asshole. Despite the fact that what he’d done was smart, he was still an asshole.

Closing Eva’s delicate fingers around the cold metal, he ground out, “Don’t be afraid to use it.” He turned to Alek and Quan. “The backyard leads to a large stretch of woodlands. About an acre, I think. We’ll head there.”

Grasping Eva’s hand, he pulled her away from the Escalade so he could close the door, then moved down the empty driveway closest to them with the boys glued to their flank. When they reached the quiet forest, they cut across until they were inside the tree line directly behind Eva’s house. With a hand on her shoulder, Gabriel pressed a hard kiss to her mouth before pushing her down into a squat in the damp ferns.

“You stay here until I come for you. Understand?” He looked beyond the fear and concern shining in her eyes and waited for her nod. “You’re with her,” he added, pointing at Quan.

“Her cousin will hang back. I’m on you.”

He ground his teeth. He didn’t need this shit now. “Quan—”

“My detail is you.” The Asian’s gaze held his in a stare down. “My job is to be at your back, no matter what. And that’s where I’ll be. So either you put a bullet in my leg to keep me here or get this show going.”

“We’re good,” Alek interjected with an appreciative squeeze to Quan’s shoulder. “Get this done. Eva and I can hang here and cut you up for a few minutes while you’re out of earshot.”

Feeling outnumbered, and more than a little honored by Quan’s steadfast support, Gabriel pointed at his boy. “Anything happens to me, you come back and you both get her the fuck out of here.”

Eva gasped. Alek nodded. Quan muttered, “Did you hear nothing I just said?”

And then they were gone.

Gabriel moved silently to the far side of the lawn, knees bent, gun pointing down next to his thigh, safety off. When he got to the side of the house, he flattened himself against the rough brick and listened. The deep rumble of a male voice reached his ears, coming from Eva’s kitchen. Without hesitating, he jumped onto the back deck, making sure to stay below the window as he edged toward the door. Quan motioned that he was going around to cut off any escape route out front.

Clearing his mind of his remaining worry for the woman waiting in the trees, Gabriel stood and kicked in the back door, cracking the thing off its hinges. He was in the house, gun trained for the first asshole he saw…

When a female’s high-pitched scream nearly burst his eardrums.

“Nika! Get down!”

Preparing to pull the trigger, the identity of the man, and the name he’d yelled, registered with Gabriel at the same time.

Nika.

Letting loose a stream of foul curses that would have had his mother running for the soap back in the day, he threw his arm out to the side. “Paynne, you stupid fuck! What the hell are you doing here?” He clicked the safety back on his gun.

“Jesus Christ, Moretti! You sure know how to make a fuckin’ entrance,” the biker snapped back as he, too, lowered his weapon.

Spinning away, so he wouldn’t pistol-whip the jerk-off right there, he saw Quan, who had quietly busted into the front entry when he heard Nika’s scream, lower his Glock. Gabriel shoved his gun into the waistband of his pants, trying to blow off the fact that he’d nearly popped a bullet in Paynne’s forehead with his fuckin’ sister watching from feet away.

He pounded his way back out the busted door and headed across the dewy grass. Eva must have seen him coming because she bolted from the trees and nearly tackled him. Holding him in a death grip, she whispered a strangled, “Are you okay?”

“That was quick, even for you,” Alek said as he walked up to them. “Quan take one in the junk? I thought I heard a soprano.”

Gabriel shook his head.

“Are you okay?” Eva repeated, her voice shaking.

“Hey.” He cupped her nape and used the hold to force her to look into his eyes. “Hey. I’m fine. Everything’s fine.” Well, not really, because they now had to go in the house. Where Paynne was.

Following the overpowering instinct thundering through him, Gabriel kissed the woman in his arms like he’d never get the chance again.

“What was that for?” Eva panted when he finally pulled back.

“Staking a claim,” Alek informed her as he walked toward Quan, who was standing on the deck.

“Peace of mind,” Gabriel added under his breath before tucking her into his side and heading for the house. He didn’t miss her frown. “The car doesn’t belong to Stefano’s guys.”

“Whose is it then?”

“See for yourself.”

They climbed the two steps to the deck and walked through what remained of the doorway, which Eva didn’t even blink at. Alek, Quan, Paynne, and Nika waited for them in the kitchen.

Through a round of what-the-fucks, Eva tightly embraced Nika. Gabriel vaguely noted the redhead’s cringe as the hug was returned.

“What are you doing here?” Eva’s eyes flashed back to Paynne who was leaning on the counter.

“He flew in this morning,” Nika explained, slowly extracting herself from Eva’s hug with a fleeting grimace. “When I couldn’t get you on the phone, and when you didn’t call him back like you said you would, we came by to make sure you were okay.”

“I’ve tried calling you a hundred times,” Eva said.

The redhead pulled a face. “My phone’s fucking up. Sorry. Anyway, when you didn’t answer our knock, we let ourselves in. I thought for sure we were gonna find the two of you handcuffed to the headboard, fighting over who hid the key where. Nice lips, by the way. Looks fresh.” She held up a hand to receive a high five.

From Gabriel.

He gave it to her with a grin. Man, he liked her.

“Nika!”

Eva’s and Caleb’s voices mingled. Hers embarrassed. His amused.

“You’re mental,” Eva chastised, kissing her friend’s high cheekbone before she turned to the brother.

But Paynne was looking at Gabriel, and Gabriel couldn’t help but approve of the way the biker stared him down without apology. Not that it would do him any good, but still, it was nice to see a man with a strong core…

Eva’s ringtone suddenly sounded off in Gabriel’s mind, snapping him out of his budding bromance. He narrowed his eyes in warning. This was his territory, and that territory included the woman…who was now moving away from him. Toward what could possibly be the competition.

Eva went right into the bastard’s waiting arms to accept an overly familiar embrace that had Paynne’s hard body meshing with her softness from chest to thigh. Gabriel forced himself to turn away under the pretense of adjusting his gun to a more secure position in the waistband of his jeans. When what he really wanted to do was go back a few minutes and actually pull the trigger on the fucker.

Guess she’d forgiven the biker for his part in the deception.

Eva’s quiet sniffle had him looking back, and he just about popped a vein when he had to stand there and watch the biker cup her cheeks and brush away her tears with his thumbs.

Quan nudged his ribs, a disapproving expression on his face. “Take a breath, man. They’ve been friends for years.”

“Hey,” Paynne said quietly to Eva. “What’s all this?”

She sniffled again. “Even though I’m not speaking to you because you’re a liar, I’m happy to see you.” The biker’s hands moved from her face, which was good, but then loosely clasped her upper arms. Not good.

“Finally clued in, huh? Took you long enough,” Paynne chuckled.

“It’s not funny, Caleb. How could you lie to me?” The tips of her fingers brushed over the guy’s shiner. “What happened?”

Paynne dropped his arms to his sides and glanced over to Gabriel. “Grim Reaper came in for a kiss.”

Gabriel frowned. Vincente had gifted the guy with a right hook? Good.

“Well, he saved me the trouble,” Eva said dryly. “Jerk.”

Gabriel watched, as if in slow motion, her lift a hand to playfully run it down the length of Paynne’s face. That soft palm touched his broad forehead, closed eyes, a fairly straight nose, and then…another man’s lips. Concern remained in her eyes over the well-deserved shiner.

“Wasn’t my story to tell, Priss.” Paynne smiled and copied the infuriating face brush.

Gabriel turned away before he puked and addressed Nika. “Sorry for scaring you earlier. We thought you were someone else.”

“Caleb told me a little about what’s been going on, so I get it. Thank you, for all you’ve done for her.” She reached up and gave him a hug, her body going rigid when he put an arm around her back to return it. He released her quickly. Girl clearly didn’t like being touched.

“You don’t have to thank me. It’s been my pleasure.”

“Hers, too,” Quan murmured from where he was peering out the kitchen window, his back to them.

Eva then filled the Paynnes in on her newfound family; her cousin received the majority of the attention because he was actually in the room.

“This is crazy,” Nika breathed, clearly taken aback. “I just saw you the day before yesterday and you knew none of this then?”

“I found out last night,” Eva said.

“Holy shit.”

“Who broke the front window?” Paynne asked.

Gabriel took that one. “Furio.”

“Who’s he?” Nika was curious, and paying attention.

“Listen.” Gabriel spoke to the both of them. “Now isn’t the time to get into it. Come by the hotel. You girls can have a drink and discuss it. I have some guys coming by here any minute to”—he glanced at the door—“do repairs and start packing some of Eva’s things. When they arrive, we’re gone.”

Alek clapped Paynne on the shoulder. “My uncle appreciates all you did for his daughter while she was in New York. We all do,” he added with a meaningful look in Gabriel’s direction.

The biker’s lips curled up, giving him an arrogant expression. “Yeah. Like it was a hardship. I’ve been covering these two since they had pigtails and braces.”

A pure, innocent affection rang true in the biker’s voice, making Gabriel feel dirty for what he’d been thinking. It was clear the man saw Eva as another little sister.

Eva felt that same platonic love.

Right?

Needing confirmation on that, he gripped his woman’s wrist and pulled her out of the kitchen and down the hall, not stopping until they were at the foot of the stairs. He lifted her by the waist and thumped her onto the first step so that they were standing face-to-face.

“Anything ever happened between you and Paynne?”

She frowned. “Anything…oh. God, no. He’s like my brother.”

The knots in his back unraveled.

“Why would you ask that? You, of all people, know firsthand I’ve only ever been with you.”

“There’s a lot two people can do without actually fucking, Eva.”

Her face screwed up. “True. I guess you can consider yourself blessed then, because aside from some pretty tame kissing, I’ve only ever done the good stuff with you.”

She was joking, but that did make him feel blessed.

“Another good answer. Maybe do me a favor though,” he said, coming in close to her ear. “Don’t touch his face again. There’s no good reason for it, and I’m pretty sure I felt an artery rupture from having to watch that shit.”

Her hands gently sifted into the hair at his nape. “It’s just something we’ve always done to bug each other. It doesn’t mean anything.” She trailed her lips across his jaw until she reached his mouth but didn’t kiss him. Instead, she put him at ease. “What Caleb said was true. He’s been watching over me and Nika forever. But I do understand where you’re coming from. I’m pretty sure I’d feel the same way if the tables were turned.”

Reeeally. “Would you.”

She didn’t meet his eyes as she trailed her fingertips up and down the front of his throat. “Yes. Already, I don’t like knowing you’ve been with so many other women. It’s…” The warmth left her eyes and she pulled back, figuratively and physically. “Let’s just say I’d rather not think about it. Come on. It’s rude of us to leave our guests on their own.”

A smile slowly formed on his face as he watched her walk away. And why wouldn’t he feel pretty fuckin’ smug right then? She’d just admitted to sharing his possessive feelings, on top of reminding him that she’d never before let any other man touch what now belonged to him.

Her.

Tucking his satisfaction away, he was about to join “their guests” in the kitchen when Paynne came out.

“Your fuckin’ brother came by my place yesterday waving Nika’s pic under my nose.”

Aaand the shit just kept piling.

 


SEVENTEEN

When they arrived at the Crown Jewel, it didn’t escape Eva’s notice that they used the front entrance rather than the underground garage. Quan handed the Escalade off to a valet while Gabriel and Alek ushered her through the revolving doors.

“G.”

Jak meshed with their group from out of nowhere, and like it was routine, his appearance had Quan giving them all a two-fingered wave before heading off. Changing of the guard.

“Furio?” Gabriel asked.

“Nothing yet.” Jak, no doubt accustomed to stressful situations, appeared much more relaxed than the rest of them as they aimed for the elevator, though his eyes were watchful. “Reaper showed about half hour ago. He’s upstairs.”

A boyish smile lit Gabriel’s face. “Did you know he was coming?” he asked Alek.

“Would V let anyone know he was coming?”

When they entered the elevator and started their ascent, Eva moved a little closer to Gabriel to make room for a French-speaking couple chatting away beside her.

His hand landed on her waist to pull her in until she was pressed to his side. The couple hadn’t needed that much room, but whatever. She happily accepted the security his big body offered.

“It’s Vincente,” he said, against her hair. “Did I mention he shares the house with me, Alek and Maks?”

“You all live together? Isn’t it crowded?” She looked inquiringly at Alek.

“It’s a big place. Sharing saves us from having to keep places of our own. Maks—who you’ll have to learn to ignore if you want any peace—is a self-proclaimed genius. He does a good job of keeping out who we don’t want in. V’s a great cook, when our housekeeper allows him to be. And your man does the financial thing for us. Made us all rich,” he added with a crooked grin as the doors slid open on the top floor to reveal two guards.

Her man.

Before she could stop it, Eva’s imagination ran with that, bringing about images of what dating Gabriel might be like if his brother wasn’t in the picture. Waking to his beautiful face on the mornings he stayed over at her place, lingering in his bed on those lazy weekends she spent at his. Them lounging on the couch in front of the TV with a bowl of popcorn between them, arguing about what to watch, her giving in to the football game just to make him happy, then receiving a foot massage because she’d been so generous…

Him, being a mobster and all, telling stories about killing an enemy.

Her…following in her mom’s footsteps.

She landed back in reality with a thump.

“Don’t worry, Eva,” Alek added good-naturedly as they moved down the corridor. “The place is big enough that if you don’t want to see our ugly mugs, you won’t have to.”

She forced a smile as they passed two more guards stationed in the corridor. They came upon two others outside their door. It was like they were on a movie set, she thought as they entered the suite.

Having been waved to go in first, she embarrassingly jerked to a halt when she entered the main room and saw Vincente turn from where he’d been looking out the window.

He wore a black leather duster that fell from his broad shoulders to his ankles—had to be custom-made to fit that big body so perfectly. Underneath, he had on a black tee and a pair of distressed jeans. He wore the same kind of heavy motorcycle boots Caleb wore, and with all that thick black hair and those dark, menacing eyes staring at them…yeah. His nickname made sense.

Alek moved around her and Gabriel to meet Vincente in the middle of the room, the two of them banging fists before man-hugging one another.

She was in a world of giants, it seemed.

“Is it a prerequisite that your friends be so large?” she asked over her shoulder.

“Hard to intimidate someone when you have to look up at them,” Gabriel said with a wink and half smile that melted her bones.

God, she was in so much trouble here.

And it had nothing to do with his stupid brother.

 

† † †

 

Gabriel gave Eva’s waist a squeeze as he passed by without capturing that mouth and playing for a while. Fuck, he needed to get her alone.

“Didn’t think your leash reached this far,” Alek drawled, taunting their friend with a wry grin.

“Tether snapped,” V said as his fist met Alek’s left pec with a love tap that had to hurt. He then clasped Gabriel’s hand.

“How you doin’, brother? Look at you,” Gabriel murmured as the close connection they’d always shared nailed him in the chest. “You’d make the devil himself shit his pants.”

They hugged hard then separated so V could give Eva a respectful nod. “How you holding up, squirt?”

She was toying with the ends of her hair where it lay just at her ribs. “Better now that I know what’s going on.”

“Yeah. Sorry about that. Couldn’t do much more than I did to let you know things would work out.”

“Of course not,” she said, offering one of her smiles. “As confusing as it was, thanks for trying.”

The scent of well-kept leather wafted around them as Vincente reached out and tipped her chin up, turning her face left then right. “Fuuuck. You’re your old man, only prettier.” He let go and it was Gabriel’s turn to take a hard one on the pec before the guy went over to join Alek who’d settled on one end of the sofa.

Now why didn’t Vincente’s one-on-one interaction with Eva bother him the way Paynne’s had? All about trust, he supposed as a tap sounded on the door.

V looked at his watch. “That was quick.”

Gabriel’s brow went up in inquiry.

“Won’t be Maks yet. Probably Paynne. Not that Kirov would knock.”

“Why is Maks coming?” Gabriel demanded. “And how do you know I told Paynne to come over?”

“Because, and I just do.”

Gabriel’s lips tightened. Guy still loved his toddler-like answers. Worse than a fuckin’ three-year-old.

Nodding to Jak, who motioned he’d get the door, Gabriel nudged Eva in the direction of the chair next to the fireplace. He took up sentry next to her as Jak came back with the biker.

He then invited V to get the ball rolling. “Fill us in.”

But instead of giving up the deets, the idiot got to his feet. “Paynne, glad you could make it.”

“Yeah. This is what I live for, pleasing you, asshole. Like my makeup?”

The room stilled, the air thickened as Gabriel slowly swiveled his head to give the biker an are-you-fucked? look before righting himself so he’d have a good view when the action started.

But Vincente was grinning. “Sorry, brother,” he said, actually sounding as if he meant it. “Keeping up appearances, you know?”

Feeling let down, Gabriel asked Paynne, “What happened? Stefano came by and waved a photo of Nika under your nose?”

“That’s what he left behind?” V cut in, his tone taking a nosedive. “Photos of your sister? I was curious about that.”

“You were with him?” Gabriel said in surprise.

V nodded once.

“Asshole said he’d go there if he had to.”

Caleb’s comment caused Eva’s nails to come together.

“I thought he dropped that plan after I talked to him.” Gabriel reached out and put a halt to the nervous gesture. “I’m sorry he involved her, Paynne. Where is she, by the way?” He thought the girls would hang out while he and the boys talked.

“She texted and said she had to get home,” Eva answered with clear disappointment.

Paynne crossed the room and squatted in front of her, his knees cracking like cap guns. He spoke quietly, his words meant for her alone.

“The asshole made a stink about her leaving this morning, so she went home to keep the peace. She felt like shit. Said to say sorry.” He grinned. “Actually, she said, ‘Tell her I’m really, really sorry, Caleb. Really sorry.’”

Eva smiled and covered his fist where it rested on her leg. She began plucking at a worn leather strap he wore on his wrist. “What a dummy. And, listen, it should be me apologizing to you guys. You should never have been dragged into this.”

“Hey.” He waited until he had her full attention. “You have no control over what’s going down here, so there’s nothing for you to apologize for. This isn’t on you.”

She nodded after an extended moment, and the biker thumped his fist on her knee before he straightened.

Gabriel was grateful for their earlier conversation. Had they not had it, he’d have punted the asshole into the hallway after watching that show of intimacy.

Turning his attention to Jak, he said, “Send a few guys to Nika’s place.”

“We have a couple of our boys there already,” Paynne informed him, obviously referring to the MC.

“So do I,” V added as he tapped something into his phone. “I sent a deuce in when Stefano first mentioned her.”

Of course he had. Good man. “Extras won’t hurt. Address?” When Paynne supplied it, Gabriel turned back to Jak. “A pair will do since there are others. I want Tox leading, though. Let him know he has free rein on whatever methods he wants to use to keep her safe. And, not that you should have to, but tell him to stay hidden. Stefano’s people aren’t stupid. You two might want to let your boys know to expect them,” he told V and Caleb.

Jak moved to Gabriel’s side. “Free rein?” he questioned under his breath. “No offense, but this is Toxic were talking about.”

As if Gabriel needed the reminder that their most recently acquired—a nephew of one of the family’s veterans—was a chemist at heart and liked to experiment with the shit he cooked up in his backroom laboratory. The guy was fucking brilliant, holding a Master of Science in chemistry from the University of Toronto, where, according to his proud uncle, Tox had studied his ass off in the Molecular Genetics Department. It wouldn’t surprise Gabriel in the least if he popped in at Tox’s place one day and was greeted at the door by the Incredible Hulk himself.

“Free rein,” he repeated.

“Shit just got real,” Jak muttered as he wandered off with his phone to his ear.

“Are we making plans today?” Paynne was asking V, “Or can I head back to Nika’s? I’d feel better being there to watch over her myself.”

Curiosity was soup de jour on the Reaper’s face. “Something other than Stefano worrying you when it comes to her?”

Paynne swiped a hand over his short hair, and after a brief eye-meet with Eva, he said gruffly, “We’re looking into it. I’ll know soon enough.”

Okay. That piqued Gabriel’s interest.

“You need any help with whatever you find, let me know,” Vincente offered, which, coming from him, wasn’t a surprise considering how he’d lost his own little sister.

“Thanks,” the biker said with a brisk nod, “but I won’t be sharing this one if anything turns up.”

Gabriel yanked out his phone and shot Maks a text with Nika’s info, asking for a full rundown—criminal record, if any, bank records, hospital visits, credit check. It was amazing what one could piece together with a little information. If the redhead was in some sort of trouble, there was no sense in her going it alone.

He got a response within seconds.

On it

Check Kevin Nollan too. Same addy

Got it. See you in a few

V bumped his shoulder. “You have a private room downstairs where we can meet up for an early lunch tomorrow?”

Gabriel glanced at Eva and noted how pale she was. She was understandably scared. This whole scene might be nothing new to them, but to her it was completely foreign, and even though she was doing the best she could to keep up, it was taking a toll. She’d had enough for one day.

“I’ll book a room.” So much for getting it over with now, he thought as impatience ate at him. Had shit not blown up yesterday, he’d have made that trip to New York and this might have been over by now.

“Let’s move.” Vincente motioned to Paynne and Alek to follow him out and the three of them nodded good-bye to Eva before they disappeared. Jak, too, took his leave, but he didn’t go beyond the study that was off the dining area.

A few silent beats followed the mass exodus before Eva’s gaze swung his way. When she saw he was already looking at her, her lashes fluttered in a nervous blink before she broke the contact by glancing around the room.

“I don’t know about you…” She cleared her throat. “But my brain is ready for a vacay. Wanna veg with me?”

He let her wait for as long as it took to text Jak, delegating the booking of a room to him, then he slipped his phone into his pocket.

“I’m all yours.”


EIGHTEEN

Oh, how she wished that were true, Eva thought as she eyed that huge body she couldn’t get enough of.

But first… “Can I ask you something?”

A glint of humor flashed in Gabriel’s eyes. “Stalling?”

Her breath caught. Sexy beast. “Not for long.”

The humor sparked into a flame. “Ask.”

“Why did you send Caleb to New York?”

He approached as he answered. “Rather than have a stranger shadow you, it made more sense to bring in someone familiar.” He winced a little. “If I’d known his sister might be in trouble, I’d have left him here and gone with Plan B. Too,” he added before she could say anything, “if I’d known my cousin would get as close to you as he did, sending in anyone else wouldn’t have been necessary at all.”

“Your cousin?”

An entirely masculine sound of amusement came from his chest. “Your roommate’s regular booty call.”

Her jaw dropped as she pictured the handsome business major Tyla had met not long before grad. “Alesio is your cousin?” Of course he was, she realized as she looked at Gabriel now and belatedly saw the similarities between the two men. Alesio had hooked up with Tyla often enough to have become a permanent fixture around their apartment, and he’d become friends with all of them.

“Our fathers were brothers.”

Holy shit. “So he was only around because he had to be?” That was kind of insulting. Even though she knew he and Tyla were no more serious than any of the many partners Tyla had brought home, Eva had liked Alesio. His positive, playful outlook had been just what she’d needed at the time.

Gabriel chuckled as he slid an arm around her, his fingers going under the hem of her shirt to stroke the bare skin of her lower back. Shivers climbed her spine. “Es loves women, sure, but he’s no prostitute. No one forced him to screw your roommate just so he could keep an eye on you. That was just a bonus.”

“By the sounds that used to come from Tyla’s room, there was definitely no forcing going on.” She went back to something else he’d said. “What was Plan B?”

“Get you kicked out of school and sent home,” he said matter-of-factly.

Her jaw swung once more as shock ricocheted through her. “What?” she jerked away, putting some distance between them. “How could you have possibly done that?”

He stalked her, pushing a lock of hair off her shoulder and following it with his fingers as it fell down her back. “Would have been easy,” he stated as he studied the strands still in his fingers. “But a shit thing to do to someone who’d worked her perfect ass off to get where she was. Really, it would have been a very last resort.”

“But…it’s Columbia University,” she insisted, as if he didn’t already know that.

His grin spread slowly and with enough ego to be noticeable. “Did I mention it was a last resort?”

Rather than intimidate, his apparent clout inflamed her. Or maybe it was the ease with which he was slowly revealing himself, allowing her to know him. He was no longer lying and deceiving. He was openly giving her answers to anything she asked, and honestly sharing all that he was capable of.

Reaching up to tunnel her fingers into his hair, she tipped her head to kiss the underside of his jaw. “Your honesty is very attractive,” she admitted, hearing the truth of it in the breathy sound of her voice.

“Is it.” His arm tightened around her waist and he lifted her so that their eyes were level. “Then you’re gonna love when I tell you I need your fuckin’ clothes off. Feel like begging for mercy I won’t give?”

She could barely breathe around the grin that claimed her face as she wrapped her legs around his waist. Her lips were almost on his when she remembered something that had been hanging in the back of her mind. “Condoms.” She kissed him. “Haven’t been using them.” She slipped her tongue into his mouth for a taste. “I have some in my purse.”

He cupped the back of her head and held her steady so he could kiss the sense right out of her. “There’s some in my nightstand.” He got them moving, bringing her into the bathroom rather than the bedroom. “But since you’re on the pill and as pure as they fuckin’ come, and I’ve been tested even though Stefano pretty much made me a monk for the past few years, I think we’re good. You?”

Her hands burrowed between them so she could get at the button of his pants. “We’re good.” Foolish or not, she agreed. They were so fucking good together. “How do you know I’m on the pill?” She nipped at his earlobe before kissing her way down the side of his neck. 

“Had Maks hack into your medical records the other day to make sure. Get that shirt off.” Because his jeans were now open, she obeyed, pulling her tank over her head and dropping it to the floor as he dimmed the lights. “I’d never risk you, Eva. Never,” he rasped as his mouth latched onto her bare shoulder. Around his nips and kisses, he added, “I know you don’t trust me, but please believe that.”

Her insides twisted. Having it voiced somehow confirmed beyond a shadow of a doubt that it wasn’t true. Maybe it was sex on the brain doing something to her logical thought process, but she did trust him. With her life and then some.

“Gabriel?”

His head came up, and the low light cast half his face in shadows, lending him a mysterious air.

“I wouldn’t be with you again if I didn’t trust you.”

He growled like an animal, a low sexy sound that came from deep in his throat.

Hmm. Her hips rolled with a mind of their own, seeking out his erection. She went for his mouth to kiss him in case he was thinking to say something. She didn’t want him to. That sound he’d just made was all the response she needed.

 

† † †

 

Gabriel devoured his woman’s mouth as he reveled in the gift she’d just presented him with.

Her forgiveness.

Fuck. That made it even harder to take his time with her. He wanted to savor this. Bask in the need blazing from her eyes that she was too inexperienced to hide.

But shit hit another level when she started unbuttoning his shirt without prompting. He grasped two fistfuls of her hair and pinned her hard against the wall, groaning good and deep when she sucked steadily on his tongue while straining to get closer. He released her hair and smoothed his hands down her body to grip her tight ass, lifting and lowering her so that her pussy stroked up and down his aching cock.

“Mmm…don’t stop,” she panted.

But he did.

He put her down, but only to whip her leggings and panties off. As he yanked his shirt over his head and got rid of his boot, she unclasped and slid the rainbow-colored bra she wore down her arms to drop it on the floor next to them. He stared at her naked form as he finished making quick work of his pants.

She was beyond words.

“Ready?”

Her high-pitched tone was soaked with anticipation, and hearing it nearly sent him to his knees. He stepped out of the pool of clothing and backed her into the wall again, his hands going directly to her breasts, cupping the full weight of them before sliding his thumbs over her nipples. Dammit, he couldn’t decide what turned him on more, the feel of her so soft and responsive in his arms, or the way she looked as her head fell back in pleasure.

“Goddammit, you’re beautiful,” he groaned, tamping down his impatience to bury himself in her tightness. He rolled both her nipples, pinching, loving the feel of her sharp nails sinking into his biceps.

She caught his gaze, and his body whacked out at the unbridled passion coloring her cheeks and brightening her eyes to a brilliant azure blue. She hid nothing from him. And that was goddamn beautiful.

She pulled him in until he had to stop working her breasts. No worries. He grabbed her ass again, biting gently into her shoulder as he grasped the firm flesh. Unable to resist, he slid one of his hands farther back and under, going between her legs.

“Oh, fuck yeah, baby.” She was soaked. He slipped in one finger, and then two, loving the sounds she made. “So goddamn ready for me.”

Her back arched in a provocative slope, pushing her breasts into his chest as her hips began gyrating in a circular motion around his fingers.  He wanted to grind her right through the fucking wall.

Slipping his fingers free, he gripped her hips and lifted. She grasped at his sweat-slicked shoulders and wrapped her legs around his waist once again. He shifted and entered her, slowly working his way in deep, making them both groan. He thrust, savoring the feel of her pussy, slick and tight around him as he sank into her over and over. Craning his neck, he took her nipple between his lips and tongued the tight peak. Her inner muscles clenched in response, almost sucking the orgasm right out of him.

“Such a tight pussy,” he rumbled against her breast.

“Maybe…oh, God…it’s just your…cannon…”

He smiled and fucked her harder while kissing his way up her throat and across her jaw. When he got to her mouth, he took it and mimicked the motion of his cock with his tongue. He felt her body tighten, her pants heavier now. Her body arched up to meet his, thrust for thrust.

“That’s it, sweetheart. Take what you need. Take everything.”

Her gasps cut off, and then her muscles were milking him, dragging him under with her as she stiffened and cried out.

 

† † †

 

As relief finally arrived in the form of a mind-bending climax, Eva became aware of Gabriel’s vicious growl as he shuddered against her, his hips still pounding as he, too, found his release.

Time passed, their movements slowing, their kisses lingering, their touch softening, and soon Gabriel was turning and gently setting her down on the counter, his arms still around her.

He kissed her, soft as a breeze, and then just held her. As she rested her chin on his shoulder, she looked into the mirror across the way. Her feet were clasped together hiding his fine ass, but his back…

“Wow,” she murmured, gazing at the tattoo of an angel draped over an aged cross, her spread wings touching the tops of Gabriel’s shoulders while the tips went all the way down the back of his ribs to his waist. “This is gorgeous.” She went under his arms and smoothed her hands over the many shades of grey.

He accepted the compliment after a slow lick at her collarbone. “Ghost did a nice job on that one.”

“I take it Ghost is your tattoo artist?”

“Mm-hmm. He does a lot of work on me and the boys.”

“Does it symbolize anything for you?”

He stroked his palm from her nape to her tailbone. “Vincente calls her Sophia.”

“Any reason why?” She wasn’t aware of a Saint Sophia but that didn’t mean much since she also wasn’t a religious person.

“His sister. She was a sweet little thing who got dragged into a prostitution ring. They kept her there by forcing an addiction to the shit they supplied. V ID’d her body on one of his nightly rounds to the morgue almost a year after she disappeared. She was only sixteen.”

Her heart broke for his friend. “Oh my God. That’s awful.”

“Yeah, it was. She was a treasure lost. She gave me this.” He lifted the wolf tooth that hung around his neck. It had a bible verse inscribed on it. Again, one she didn’t know. “V has one, too. It was her way of telling us that no matter what we did, she, and God, would forgive us.”

Eva sighed, understanding the sentiment as Gabriel brought her into the shower and turned them so that his back took the brunt until the spray warmed up.

“V was never the same after that.” As he talked, he soaped and rinsed her from head to toe. “He’d taken care of Soph pretty much on his own from the time she was eight. Blames himself for…well, all of it, which is bullshit because he couldn’t have been with her every second of every day.” A ripple of tension passed through him. “He was actually with me when she was snatched, so I guess I should shut the fuck up because how can you not feel responsible when you basically are?”

As he rinsed the soap off himself, she reached forward and hugged him, pressing her cheek against his back as the water ran down their bodies. The more she learned about his life, the more she understood what drove him.

“I’m so sorry for all of you, Gabriel. Poor Vincente.” She touched the angel’s sad face. “I like Sophia. And I’m glad you have her watching your back.”

It was true. She’d be grateful to anyone for keeping him safe, because, apparently, it mattered very little that his brother was still out there and wanted her dead. It no longer mattered that Gabriel had kept life-altering secrets from her. It didn’t matter what he’d done in his past. None of it made any difference to the feelings steadily developing inside her.


NINETEEN

 

Vincente wasn’t shocked to find Gabriel and Vasily’s daughter already situated at the round table when he and Alek arrived for brunch the following day. Greetings were exchanged as they claimed a couple of chairs, and while Alek, ever the gentleman, started up with the social chatter, V watched the room slowly fill up.

Trisko came in looking like a UFC light heavyweight title holder, scarred and proud. It was good to have him back. Judging by the new attitude, the guy had brought home more than sand in his boots from Afghanistan. No surprise. But having a former special-ops soldier in their crew? A very fucking nice surprise.

Quan Mao entered behind Jak, and Vincente narrowed his eyes on the newcomer. So what that the Asian had been with G for more than four years now? Vincente didn’t know him well, so he was a newcomer who would have to prove himself before he was accepted fully into their circle. Maks had dug deep into channels that had earned the stubborn Russian a few warnings to keep out, but he’d managed to put together a striking history on the Asian. Quan had belonged to a ruthless organization, but had somehow been allowed an out after proving himself invaluable—very interesting. The fuckin’ guy was disciplined to the extreme. Hell, he’d already earned a Roku Dan and the samurai title Renshi. Damn impressive considering his age; he’d just reached his thirties.

Paynne came in next, strolling across the room with a round of nods and an open grin aimed at Eva.

“Talk to Nika yet today, Priss?” The biker took a chair two over from Vasily’s daughter.

Priss? Nickname?

“No. Why? Is she okay?”

“She’s good. I wanted to pick her up on my way back from seeing some of the boys, but she insisted—in that way of hers—that she’d get here on her own.”

“She’s coming here?” Eva said with a brow that arched in that perfect way only women could achieve.

“Yeah. Since she’s now involved, Fist said to invite her.” Caleb tipped his head Vincente’s way.

He nodded to the amusing biker in acknowledgment of his talents while noting how Gabriel’s shoulders kept stiffening during the brief convo. Because Stefano had pulled an innocent woman into their shit. Or was the idiot jealous. First time for everything, he supposed. Hilarious.

Not so hilarious was the worry that hit Caleb’s face every time his sister came up. V got it. When it came to the weaker sex—and, yes, he was well aware any woman who learned that’s how he viewed them would cuff him in the ear—they needed protecting. The simple truth of the matter was, most females just weren’t equipped to defend themselves against men who were typically bigger and stronger, and usually that much crazier, than themselves.

“You have no more control over what your brother is doing than I do, Gabriel.”

All attention went to the only female in the room when her response to hers and G’s quiet conversation carried, letting them all hear her relieve their boy of a fault they already knew wasn’t his.

Vincente fell in like with her right then, and he wasn’t the only one, judging by the way G looked at her as he inclined his head her way.

Eva’s voice was soft but firm as she focused her attention across the table. “Just as you have no control over what your sister does, Caleb. No matter how much you hate it.”

Paynne’s expression was grim but deferential, his lifted brow showing he’d taken notice of Eva’s defense of Gabriel. “Yeah. I get that. Free will sucks sometimes.”

“Yes, it does,” Eva murmured, straightening the cutlery in front of her. She did it absently, almost as if she wasn’t aware she was doing it. She tweaked Gabriel’s, too, lining the bottom of those eating utensils in a precise line. She took her time and then sat back with a sigh that was somehow content. Funny little thing.

The sound of the door had all heads turning to see the second Russian in their closely-knit group saunter in like he owned the universe.

Maksim Kirov was a jacked six-seven, built like a streamlined tank, with tattoos covering a solid portion of his muscled body. As was the norm, his criminal history was hidden away under a three-piece suit that Vincente thought looked damned uncomfortable, even though it probably cost as much as his Harley. The guy took in the scene with those silver eyes of his. Paired with his dark hair and ultraprecise goatee, he looked like the well-dressed nightmare he was as Gabriel got up to greet him.

Two big boys right there, V thought as he caught Eva’s dazed reaction to the giant.

“This is becoming a real ass burner, my brother,” Maks drawled, the ink on his neck shifting as he spoke. “Lucky for you, I enjoy being revered as a savior.” His huge mitt clasped Gabriel’s nape and pulled him in for two loud kisses to each cheek to show he was forgiven for dragging Maks away from who knew what. “Vasily should be here in a couple hours.”

“What?” Eva gasped, popping to her feet. “My father is coming?”

Aaand, as one would expect, Maksim—who had the attention span of a cracked-out monkey—was instantly riveted. He shifted to the side, shouldering G out of the way to tower over the beautiful girl, not hiding the fact that he was clearly checking her out.

“Finally, in the flesh,” he murmured.

Eva waved away the bullshit with a flick of her wrist and an eyeroll that endeared her to Vincente forevermore. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but was it my father you were talking about? He’s coming here? Today?”

“Yes.” Maksim took her hand and brought it to his lips. “It’s an honor to meet you, Evangeline. Being the Pakhan’s daughter, I am now at your service for whatever you need. And I mean that in the truest sense. Whatever. You. Need.”

Vincente sighed. Fucking Kirov and his necessity to disturb the shit.

“I’m pretty sure your boy is taking care of her needs, Kirov,” the biker piped up with an edge to his voice. “Back the fuck off.”

“Caleb…” Eva warned.

“What. You don’t fuck with your buddy’s old lady, Priss, not even verbally. Doing so is fucking disrespectful.”

If he wasn’t so far away, V would have offered a fist for a pound.

“That how you got the shiner, gearhead?” Maks inquired silkily.

“Sit down, Maks.” Gabriel motioned to the other side of the table. “Over there.”

With his totally unrepentant silver eyes still on the biker, Maksim pulled out the chair that was between Eva and Caleb. “Sorry. But I think I’ll be much more comfortable on this end. Scenery is incredible.” 

Before he could sit—fucking children—Vincente heaved to his feet, not relishing the idea of someone ending up with a butter knife imbedded in their carotid. “The shiner is my work,” he grumbled. “Now give it a fuckin’ rest and plant your ass before you have it handed to you.” He kicked out the chair next to his.

Giving G one last sidelong look—filled with affectionate humor—and the biker one that said he didn’t appreciate the lip, Maks wandered around and folded himself into his appointed seat.

“This okay, Papa?”

V sat and gifted him with an elbow to the ribs.

Gabriel held Eva’s chair, waiting until she sat before taking his own seat. He leaned into her, presumably apologizing for the scene. Those big blue eyes of hers were intent and focused as she listened. Damn. Would she be the one to tame the lonely beast?

Looked like it, he thought when she nodded and covered G’s hand with hers. If she was brave enough not to let all this shit with Stefano sway her.

And speaking of, he should touch base with the boys he had stationed around the hotel before the meeting began. He left the room with a back-in-a-second gesture to Gabriel.

With his boots thumping a nice beat, he traveled down the corridor and through the opulent lobby of the Crown Jewel, duster swishing in that familiar, protective way around his ankles. He ignored the usual stares brought on by his size and looks. Morons. Would the Nancys feel less threatened if he wore horned rims and a plaid button up?

Probably, he thought, aggravated, as he sent a group text when he reached the sidewalk and greedily inhaled a lungful of warm, salty air. He hung a left and stopped after a few feet, reading the replies as the sun peeked out from behind a cloud. It hit his jacket and caused the hide to throw off a comforting scent.

Satisfied that all was well, for now, he was tucking his phone away when a flash of color across the street drew his eye…

Thought ceased at the sight of a fucking pinup with a mane of hair that shone as brilliantly as the rays enveloping her. His heart rate actually kicked up a notch as she shut the door to a black Toyota and started across the street, moving with a natural grace that would have left a prima ballerina pissing with envy. She wore an oversize silky black wrap that flowed down to sway against her hips with every step she took, but the light breeze allowed a glimpse of a silver top and a fitted black skirt. Her long legs were fucking spectacular.

A hot wash of blood rushed through his veins to pool in his groin. A hard-on? From fifty feet away?

That hadn’t happened in a while.

His lower stomach clenched when the breeze caught her hair, making the waves that reached all the way to the small of her back dance. Jesus Christ, how many colors were in there? As she drew closer, he easily made out a rich, blazing russet, a burnished gold, and a vibrant ginger.

She glanced up, and Vincente felt the punch when his gaze collided with a pair of eyes the color of emeralds. Her step faltered, and without thinking, he threw his arm out, snaking it around her slim waist to stop her from falling at his feet.

“Oh!”

Happy to play hero, he pulled her up and in without expecting the scent of her to rock him square between the eyes. Before he even realized what he was doing, he’d tightened his hold and leaned into that gorgeous hair, inhaling the luscious scent of her deep into his lungs. It was like she’d bathed in…fresh, juicy oranges and warm jasmine. He swallowed a moan when her frame softened slightly against him.

“Jesus Christ,” he breathed.

It was over in seconds, their connection severed when she pulled back with a sharp jerk and an obvious wince. At her actions or his? He wasn’t sure.

Forcing his arms to fall to his sides as she took another step back, he watched her chin come up. Her eyes met his again and…pow. Right in the kisser. Like the old-school cartoon characters used to say.

“Excuse me,” she murmured, her expression turning wary. “I’m not usually so clumsy. I was just…startled…” She pulled her wrap tighter around her shoulders in a quick movement that made her flinch again. Was that the edge of a bruise?

His brows slammed down both at the thought of her being hurt and because he’d clearly spooked her.

“No worries. Be more careful.” His clipped order turned into an unmistakable dismissal when he spun on his heel and walked away.

He plowed his way back through the revolving doors, narrowly missing a tiny Asian couple who jumped away like he was God-fucking-zilla come to life. Wasn’t sure why he was so pissed. It wasn’t like he needed that kind of distraction right now. And the goddess’s ooo-the-boogeyman reaction had just guaranteed she wouldn’t be one.

Glaring like a demon at anyone who dared meet his eye, he stalked toward the back of the hotel, kicking her from his thoughts along the way. He saw a suit cradling a glass that held a dark liquid and ice and suddenly had the urge to join Alek on his next trip to Wastedville.

It wasn’t until he was nearly out of the lobby that he became aware of heels clicking behind him. Not just the random wanderings of the gawking female guests, but the steady tapping of a determined step.

She couldn’t be following him.

Slowing his pace, he took his time passing the entrance to the busy dining room, the tantalizing aroma of fresh seafood and perfectly cooked steak wafting up his nose, making his stomach growl. He hung a right and traveled down the conveniently empty hallway.

The clicking heels followed.

Pushing open the door that led to an expansive area of meeting room doors evenly spaced in a semicircle around where he now stood, V planted his feet and turned, propping open the heavy glass as if he were dressed in uniform.

“Didn’t get your fill the first time?”

Delicately arched brows, a few shades darker than that hair, came together in a frown as, yup, his dazzling redhead stalled a few feet away. She looked past him, and he knew she had to be cursing in that beautiful head of hers because she couldn’t get by without going through him.

“Was there something you wanted, Red?”

Her eyes flared. At his question? Or the nickname? He didn’t know or care. Was too busy watching her emotions change in those glittering emeralds. Outside she’d been wary, and then a second ago frustrated. Suspicion had just zipped through, and now she was getting…angry?

“Not from you,” she said frostily. “Excuse me, I need to get by.”

Not from him. That stabbed him in his chest. “Go ahead.”

Her pretty jaw actually rolled. Like she was grinding her teeth. Vincente smothered a smile.

“You’re in my way.”

Yup. Teeth were mashed together. Even as she spoke. “And you’re in a hurry?”

“To end this interaction? Duh.”

If he hadn’t been so engrossed, he’d have missed the flash in her eyes as they widened ever so slightly, like she’d surprised herself by talking back to him. She took a breath, let it out slowly, then seemed to relax. Her shoulders lost their stiffness as her lip quirked.

“You should learn some manners,” she then floored him by saying, clearly getting her groove on. The spook that had been in her expression out front was long gone. Now there was only irritation and something that looked strangely like enjoyment. “Then again,” she continued, “maybe you think, looking as you do, that you’re entitled to play the role of bully. Which you do very well, by the way. I’m guessing you’re not called on it much, huh?” Her chin tilted, and even though she had to look up to hold his eyes, it seemed she was looking down that perfectly straight nose at him.

Do not let your jaw fall, his pride ordered. And for fuck’s sake, squint your eyes or something before they roll out of your goddamned head.

“What’s your name?” Was he really going to let that verbal ass slap go without a rebuke?

Yeah. He totally fuckin’ was.

He relaxed against the door, crossing his arms over his chest, and nearly purred in satisfaction when her eyes followed the movement. Nice. His own gaze zeroed in, narrowing when she licked her lips. The action left a sheen of moisture behind that he had the strongest urge to taste.

Their gazes suddenly snapped together as if both of them had just realized they were staring, him at her mouth, her at his body.

“It’s real leather,” he supplied, giving her an out by making it seem as if he’d thought she was interested in his duster. “Wanna feel?”

A gorgeous flush spread up from her slender neck to her cheeks. “I think I’ll pass.” Despite the visible reaction, her flat, bored voice robbed him of his moment of pleasure.

And didn’t the asshole in him rise to the occasion like a predator after prey. “Your name.”

She glanced around the empty hallway. “What about it?”

“You didn’t tell me what it is.”

“No, I didn’t. Did I.”

He bit the inside of his cheek to keep it from stretching up to broadcast the fact that he was enjoying himself. He allowed silence to fall and just drank her in for a minute. Best way he’d found to get people to talk was to say as little as possible. Nothing like a good stretch of quiet to get the guts spilling.

But she just stood there looking like she’d been sculpted by Pheidias himself, giving as good as she got. Very nice.

“Not afraid anymore, Red?” Good. His curiosity hadn’t been evident in his voice.

Oh, he’d heard it, but he didn’t think she had.

She scoffed and scanned the area around them again. What was she looking for? “Of you? Please.”

The fun ended immediately, V’s teeth slamming together. He hated liars. With a passion. “You’re not gonna try telling me it wasn’t fear I saw in those eyes back there…are you.”

A flicker of alarm flew over her expression before she hid it. “I’m not?”

“No. You’re not. Because that would be bullshit.” His voice hardened even more. “Believe me, I recognize the expression when I see it.”

“You should. Look at you.” Her arm came up so she could glance at the sleek silver watch on her wrist.

Was he keeping her from something? Tough shit. “Somewhere you need to be? Late for an appointment, maybe?”

She shrugged, unconcerned, and he was suddenly overcome with an uncontrollable urge to smash her unflappable air to pieces. “How long have you worked this place?”

Ugh. Shut. Up. You immature, nasty prick.

Confusion put a miniscule wrinkle in the creamy skin of her brow. “Pardon?”

“How long. Have you. Worked. This place?” He pushed himself off the door, the soft whoosh of it closing them together in the quiet hallway. “Do you charge hourly or a flat rate? Do you keep a permanent room upstairs or do you make your men pay for it per visit?” He’d reached her at that point and had to clench his fists at his sides so he didn’t give in and brush his fingers over the flawless skin covering high cheekbones. Was it as soft as it appeared? “Can you cancel your next appointment so I can take you upstairs right now and make you scream?”

Vincente watched something wild skip over her expression at that last question; those soft pink lips even parted on a gasp. But then anger swallowed the lot and he got a front-row center to the reaction any self-respecting woman would have to being propositioned.

She lit up with a blazing fury that left him unable to hide his grin. Expecting it, he easily caught the hand that flew like a bullet toward his face, but had to move fast to catch a sharp knee on the side of his thigh instead of in his junk where she’d been quite accurately aiming. Her other hand came up as she grunted in frustration—this time with a closed fist? Shit! He almost laughed out loud. His pleasure in her actions didn’t stop him from snagging that wrist, also, and holding both in a loose but unbreakable grip.

“You big…you…pussy! What. Did I hurt your feelings when I agreed with you on how you view yourself? So you imply that I’m a prostitute? Seriously? Why? Because I’m half-decent-looking and wearing heels in the daytime? Seriously? And do you even realize what a loser you painted yourself by offering to hire me? Get your hands off me,” she snapped, almost as though only then realizing he still held her. She blinked when he immediately heeded her order but didn’t hesitate to take an unsteady step back. She didn’t get far when her back came up against the wall.

“Am I wrong?” he asked, privately astounded at the accuracy of her short rant. Pissed, actually, that she’d read him so well. “My bad. And you’re right. When I see a woman like you, strolling through the place like she owns it, which I know for a fact she doesn’t…” He inched closer, liking the nearly inaudible catch of her breath. Her eyes darted from his chest to his face a few times. “She’s alone…” He closed the remaining distance, so close now that he could see glimmers of gold in her eyes. His voice softened—and not on purpose. “Half-decent looking? Come on, Red. You look like you were created for the specific purpose of lying under a man. And you know it.” Not a man. This man. He bent his head, still not touching, and inhaled deep. He was granite in seconds.

The rapid rise and fall of her chest told him she wasn’t immune, and as he considered his next move, something came from his mouth that failed to pass through his brain first.

“I apologize.”

Huminuh wha?

He was still trying to figure out why that had slipped out when he felt the tentative touch of unsure fingers at his waist. His brain sputtered. She was touching him. Voluntarily. Had to take advantage while he could.

“I’m…I need to taste you.” Shit. His voice was wasted.

His knees just about failed him when she slowly tilted her head up, as if giving permission but at the same time not sure she wanted to. He came in, unable to wait until she was convinced, and softly touched his lips to hers. The little sound she made against his mouth nearly had him devouring her whole, but he leashed himself. Last thing he wanted to do was frighten her again.

Never.

He dimly questioned the ferocity of that claim as his palm landed on the wall next to her head. For support? Uh, no, not at all. The other finally stole the chance and his fingertips brushed at the silky skin of her long neck. Oh, yeah, so soft.

When he used his thumb under her jaw to angle her head for better access, her lips parted and V’s world shook on its foundation at the sweet taste of her, his body following as his tongue delved deep into the warm cavern of her mouth. He heard the creak of leather at his waist and knew she was fisting the protective material of his duster. He savored the sound like he would his favorite song. And then, then, that first timid brush of her tongue over his came.

A low growl ripped from deep in his chest as his body moved in to cover hers, pressing utter perfection into the wall, learning the softness of her breasts, the flatness of her belly, memorizing the cradle of her hips, the length of her thighs. Holy hell, she was perfect. She fit him per-fect-ly.

He tilted his pelvis, shaking at the thought of grinding his aching—

The doors opened behind him and out of one of the meeting rooms streamed a crowd of chattering women. Who he immediately wanted to lay waste to. Every last fucking one of them for daring to interrupt something so mind-blowing.

He tore his mouth away from hers, but stayed right where he was, hiding her from sight. The erotic little pants coming from her, every inhalation pushing her breasts into his chest, nearly had him going in again, but he didn’t. He focused instead on trying to get his own ragged breathing under control.

“What the fuck am I doing?”

Her words were so faint, V figured she was talking to herself, but they still made him frown. Made him feel bad. He leaned down and put his lips to the top of her bent head. “It’s okay, babe,” he murmured quietly, savoring the feel of her. “They can’t see you.”

She drew back what little she could and looked up at him, and he nearly staggered back from the stark terror in her expression. At least he knew it wasn’t him that had caused the look this time, since she still had a deathlike grip on his jacket, making it impossible for him to put even an inch between them. Not that he would have at this point.

So what was it? Why did she look as if she expected someone to come charging down the hallway and put a bullet in her chest?

“Hey.” His voice was gentle as he stroked his thumb across her jawline. “It’s okay.” Man, he wanted that look gone.

She dropped her lids, shutting him out, and shook her head. “I have to go.”

He scowled at the sensation those words caused somewhere behind his breastplate. He didn’t want her to go. He wanted to take her upstairs to his suite and…talk to her? Fuuuck. Find out her name. Find out what she really did for a living. He wanted to know where she lived. When he could see her again. And, yeah, of course, he wanted to fuck her into a boneless puddle.

“I have to go,” she repeated a little louder, her fingers releasing his leather.

And since the last of the prying eyes had just disappeared around the corner, he had no real reason to keep her there. Dammit. “Then go,” he gritted out without moving.

Her gaze locked with his and the visible regret staring up at him just about had him asking what the hell her story was. Instead, he dropped his hand from her neck to give her a way out. “Go. Before I change my mind about letting you.”

Her features tightened at his bark, instantly making him want to smile through his discontent. She obviously didn’t care for taking orders. But she went. And he didn’t watch her leave him. Couldn’t, for some reason. He stayed where he was, his hand on the wall, head bowed.

Until he heard, “Just in case you really were under the impression I was following you earlier…I wasn’t.”

His head whipped to the side as she turned and passed through the door he’d been holding open earlier.

Vincente’s stomach cramped like someone had hooked his abs to a set of jumper cables as he watched the redhead cross over and enter the same meeting room he’d been heading to himself.
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Two servers entered with loaded trays, signifying everyone should take their seats once more. Gabriel was just shaking out his napkin when V let a zinger fly across the table.

“Enough with the staring, asshole. If not creepy, you’re coming off fuckin’ desperate.”

The warning, spoken in Russian, was aimed at Maks, who hadn’t taken his eyes off Nika since she’d entered the room. He was currently looking at her like she was sitting there naked. Which would have taken some doing since she was noticeably overdressed for the beautiful summer day it was.

“You having a bad day, V? What the fuck’s your problem?” Maks didn’t revert to English, which kept the girls and Paynne in the dark.

“Stay off that girl. She has enough to deal with without adding your tired dick to the pile.” Vincente’s Russian was as fluent as Gabriel’s, but somehow sounded more guttural and threatening.

A server paused the action when he came between the two meatheads, placing plates of fresh salmon with dill sauce, steamed veggies, and a colorful rice pilaf on the table.

“The Reaper ever warn you off a woman before, Alek?” Maks asked as he picked up his fork and began eating. “No?” he said without waiting for an answer. He turned to Gabriel. “How about you? He ever tell you to keep your tired dick in your pants while he does everything in his power not to stare at the goddess sitting in our midst?”

“Maks…” Gabriel warned when he saw V handling his fork like he was considering the damage it might do if he were to take a couple of stabs. In English, he changed the focus by making introductions. “Nika, you met Alek yesterday.” He motioned across the table. “That’s Maksim Kirov. That’s Vincente Romani.”

Nika looked mildly amused as she returned Maks’s appreciative, glint-eyed nod. But when her gaze shifted to V, her humor faded. “We met outside already,” she said shortly before dropping her eyes and picking up her fork.

The table went silent.

Since he was the host, Gabriel felt it was only right that he pursue that. “Where?”

When Nika glanced up, she and Vincente shared a look just long enough to make it clear the meeting hadn’t been a good one.

“Out front,” V answered before scowling at Paynne. “Next time, you insist on accompanying her. Stefano needs just one opportunity.”

“Like I said earlier, she refused—”

Vincente cut the biker off. “That’s what I meant when I said insist. You don’t take no for an answer. In fact, you shouldn’t even have given her a choice,” he added as he unrolled his cutlery.

“Uh, excuse me,” Nika interrupted. “She is in the room.”

V stilled and raised his dark eyes from his plate to pin the girl to her chair. “Yeah. I know.”

Gabriel sat back and noticed Maks’s entertained gaze moving from Vincente to Nika and then back again, as though he were waiting for them to hop on the table and get down to business in front of everyone. Couldn’t blame him. Had those three words been any more loaded, every occupant in the room would be run through with shrapnel by now.

Sensing Nika’s discomfort, Gabriel shifted the focus again by bring up why they’d assembled. “So, boys,” he said, looking from Alek to Maks and finally Vincente. “Let’s talk.”

V spoke first. “Stefano knows who has my loyalty. If he isn’t here already, he’s on his way.”

Okay. They’d run out of time. Not a shock. “What’s his plan?” Gabriel forced himself to eat as they talked.

“Last info I got says they’re heading to a hunting cabin near…” V handed things off to Maks.

“Enumclaw. Little place east of Tacoma.”

“Isn’t that where you used to go deer hunting, Caleb?” Eva, who’d been unusually quiet, wasn’t eating so much as pushing her food around on her plate.

The biker nodded. “Lots of forest around there, tons of secluded cabins.”

“You know offhand how far away it is?” Gabriel asked.

“Forty-five to an hour,” Maks supplied, his thumb tapping on his phone while he ate with his free hand.

Paynne nodded his agreement as Gabriel’s cell went off. He picked it up from where it sat next to his empty water glass.

“Yeah.”

“Your brother arrived not long ago. In a place called Enumclaw.”

Dread filled Gabriel’s gut as Lucian confirmed the information. Dropping his fork, his food forgotten, he got to his feet and moved to the corner of the room, ignoring the inquiring expressions he left behind.

“I just heard.”

“Because my business in LA did not take as long as expected, we are on our way to you. I think you should know your brother has a full crew with him, some of whom currently have eyes on you. I am told Furio is also circling, hoping to find Vasily’s daughter on her own. Do not let that happen.”

Gabriel’s skin tightened as he absorbed all of that.

“I hear Vincente is back where he belongs,” Lucian commented, his tone casual, like it was nothing for him to have such detailed information that shouldn’t have been out there yet.

“Yeah,” Gabriel muttered. “And you’re really well fucking informed.” He tried to process faster as he looked over his shoulder to see Eva watching him anxiously.

“We will be there shortly. And before you ask why, I believe, if it comes down to it, you might appreciate someone else dealing with Stefano.” He went on before Gabriel could respond. “Enjoy what is left of your day, Gabriel.”

When dead air sounded, he tucked his phone away and returned to the table. With an apologetic look, he interrupted the small talk that had sprung up and shared the new information—once again leaving the girls and Paynne clueless by speaking Russian.

“Is this news we need to hear?” Paynne said while buttering a roll with enough gusto to tear the thing to shreds.

“I’ll fill you in later,” Vincente offered when no one else did. He also looked to Jak and made a circle motion with his finger, telling him to do a sweep.

As Gabriel’s wheels started turning, he sat with an arm resting across the back of Eva’s chair. He picked up a lock of her hair that had fallen from its binding and played with it, wrapping it around his finger and letting it unravel.

He did it again.

Wrapped it…let it unravel.

Wrapped it…let it unravel.

Wrapped…unravel…

“Okay.”

His break into the silence had Eva jumping and blushing when she dropped her fork and it clattered loudly as it landed on her plate. He kissed her temple in apology while giving Maks a pointed look that told him to play along with what he was about to say.

“Not that I think we’ll need it”—he knew for certain they would—“but I want you to find out what you can about access to Enum—”

“Population is a little over ten thousand,” Maks interrupted, rattling off the information he already had at the ready. “Has an airport, but just barely, a miniscule police department, tiny hospital.” He looked up and went mother tongue. “And, like the gearhead wouldn’t say earlier, it’s a perfect area to go if you want a lot of privacy. Stefano could disappear into that forest with her and no one would see or hear a goddamn thing.”

“Would you guys please stop doing that,” Eva complained tiredly. “It just makes me think you’re saying something worse than what you probably are. Speak English. Or French. Those I know. My Spanish is rusty, but at least I’ll get the gist.”

Maks’s demeanor changed in that way it always did when interacting with a woman. “Sorry, sweetness. Habit. And I was only saying that I agree with your lover. We’re probably not going to need the information because we’ll take care of it from here.”

As Eva blushed over Maks’s candid label, Gabriel released his breath slowly. He had only half an ear on the conversation because he was making plans. “The jet on standby?” he asked Alek.

“Of course.”

“Good. Then we’ll head home tonight. We’ll leave a crew to deal with Stefano and be in New York by morning.”

Eva’s surprise over the announcement was apparent when her jaw dropped.

Nika’s eyes widened like saucers.

Paynne’s narrowed with suspicion.

And everyone else’s didn’t.

Because Gabriel’s boys knew better than to believe such shit. Like they’d run from a confrontation. Not fucking likely.

Though there was some truth to what he’d said. Eva and Nika would be heading east, with their own personal guard of bikers to watch over them.

While Gabriel and the boys remained behind to finish this once and for all.

 

† † †

 

As Gabriel closed him and Eva into the suite a short time later, he was curious as to what Eva had taken away from the meeting. Whatever it was, it had broken a barrier and turned her into a clingy distraction he could definitely get used to having around.

A clasp and squeeze of his fingers as they’d left the meeting room. A distracted trapping of his hand between hers as she’d spoken to Nika in the lobby. Her fingertips drumming gently on his knuckles as they’d waited for the elevator. A full body press and her head on his shoulder once they were ascending. Her intertwining their fingers as they’d come down the corridor, keeping them locked together even when she’d hugged Nika before the edgy redhead had disappeared into the suite down the hall from theirs with her brother and Vincente.

Now, she was waiting for him to close the door, and was ready when he turned. She kissed him a few times, just soft pecks on the mouth, flashed him a quick smile that didn’t reach her eyes, then wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him. Her first sigh came when he slid his arms around her waist and pulled her in. The second, when he cupped the back of her head and tipped it to the side so he could nuzzle her neck.

She silently drew back to study him, and who the fuck knew what she saw, but it took the steel out of her frame. Only then did she finally cut contact with him by stepping out of his arms.

But she didn’t leave. She remained within touching distance, smiling up at him, glittering eyes and all.

And, fuck him for not realizing it sooner, but that’s when he understood what she was doing.

Leaning on him. Not for safety, but for peace of mind. And he’d eased her. By simply holding her, he’d given her comfort when he hadn’t even known that was what she was seeking.

Strange how not that long ago, he’d have run at the first sign of a woman looking to him for anything other than a good fuck.

With this one? His feet were cemented. “You good?”

She nodded. “I’m good.”

Goddamn right she was. She was solid as a rock. Continuously adapting every time the situation changed. She wasn’t falling apart. She was strengthening right before his eyes, and his attraction to her was following suit.

Just in time for Vasily’s arrival, he thought, wincing as he led her into the main room. 

“Why is Nika so against going to New York for a few days?” he asked as he sat on the arm of the sofa and watched her adjust the throw pillows. She shifted them a few times.

“Kevin. He doesn’t like her going to the grocery store, much less across the country.”

Stepping back, she eyed them before going in again to fluff and turn them.

“Will he hurt her?”

As she stepped back, she bit her lip and shook her head. “He wouldn’t dare. Caleb would eat him alive. Okay. This isn’t helping.” She slapped the pillows into a scatter and turned on him. “I think we should have sex. Right now.”

He grinned.

She shook her hands out. “Distract me. I’m going to meet my father today, and I’m not ready.” She skipped over and grabbed his face between her hands. “The bedroom. Now.”

The strain in her voice had him snagging her wrist and all but dragging her into the bedroom. Not because she was a gorgeous body he wanted to glut himself on or a spectacular face he wanted to watch come apart as he fucked her. But because his intelligent, compassionate, anxious woman needed to use sex with him as a distraction, and who was he to deny her.

 Too, Vasily was enroute. What if he ordered Gabriel out of the picture? Out of their lives? What if this was it?

When he reached the bed, he turned so they were face-to-face. This couldn’t be it. This couldn’t be the end of them.

She tilted her head as if she could sense the unexpected turmoil within him. “Are you okay? If you don’t want to—”

“Are you fuckin’ crazy?” He began undressing her, bringing about a smile from her that was all crinkled eyes and anticipation.

“Whew. I felt for a second there like I’d put my boss in an uncomfortable position.”

He couldn’t lose her, he thought as he took her mouth in a soft kiss. “Fuck that. Put me in any position you want and I’ll still make you see fuckin’ stars.”

She laughed as they finished undressing each other, their gazes lingering, lips clinging, hands caressing everywhere at once it seemed. With an arm behind her back, he laid her down, following to cover her as he sucked on her tongue. He pressed into her, needing the skin-on-skin, the heart-to-heart, the connection he felt with her that he’d never experienced with anyone else.

“Can’t feel you enough,” he growled.

She let out a relieved sound that was half moan and half laugh. “Right? I was just thinking the same.” She moved against him, her fingers tracing his neck and face and then burying themselves in his hair.

His hips pressed into her again, his erection hitting right at the heart of her with a mind of its own. The effect? She cried out and spread wide, wrapping her long legs around him.

“Need to get inside you.” He kissed his way down her silky throat and over to sink his teeth into the soft muscle between her neck and shoulder, grinding again.

She thrust her hips up on a quiet wail he felt right down in his soul.

He kept going down, palming one breast as he sucked the other into his mouth, using his tongue and teeth on her nipple. “Right in here.” He rubbed against her, the head of his cock sinking into the opening of her pussy. “Where only I’ve ever been.” A purely masculine thrill lit him up when her hips circled against him, her fingernails scoring his back as she tried to pull him closer.

“Now, please.” Her imploring look would have been flattering as hell if not for the fear lurking in her eyes.

Gripping the base of his shaft, he held himself steady and slid home, sinking so slowly into her tightness. They both made their own sounds of oh-fuck-yeah as he began thrusting, but it still wasn’t enough. He gripped her arms and turned them, bringing her on top so that he had a clear, unimpeded view of what was happening. He needed the visual, and what a fucking sight it was.

A powerful fascination consumed him as he watched this woman astride him, taking to the new position with only the slightest of pauses, but then riding him so fucking good it made his throat thicken. Her hands were scorching where they lay on his stomach, her nails sharp, stinging so good when her fingers flexed each time she seated herself to the hilt, taking him deep into her core. So hot and slippery and tight. His eyes narrowed. Every time she rose up, her sleek thigh muscles tensed, and the sight of his glistening cock, drenched from her, disappearing into her body…

His mind spun as her firm breasts caught his eye next, those beaded nipples begging for attention. He gave it to them, loving the little mewls that reached his ears when he touched her there.

Her movements became quicker, shorter, and then her inner muscles were clamping down, sucking his shaft deep, her back arching in a beautiful line, her soft unbroken groan of pure pleasure almost more than he could bear. The sound of her completion shot down his spine like an arrow, urging his hips into a rhythm she matched without a problem as she rode the waves of her orgasm.

Barely aware of what he was doing, lost to the erotic haze clouding his brain, he spun them, needing her under him. Her legs widened, opening herself up for him as he drove into her. He looked down, torn between watching the act and watching her—dark head thrown back to expose the vulnerable curve of her throat, her lightly muscled arms thrown to the sides, her fingers grasping the blanket tightly, her flawless face tense as she was swept away again.

Then she lifted her head and her eyes met his, the connection between them snapping.

The sight of her, the sounds she made, coupled with the scent of the sex and the feel of her pussy gripping him had that familiar zip of lightning ripping down his lower back. He held off as long as he could but finally had to give in. His control shattered and he let go.

Coming back into his own head took some time, and they were quiet as Eva smoothed her hands over his shoulders and down his back, lazily kissing his jaw and neck. When he eventually came up on his elbows, the movement had him sliding out of her body. She bit her bottom lip, her drowsy eyes meeting his.

“That feels sexy,” she whispered.

His sound of agreement was cut off by his phone, the ringtone dentist-drill grating.

“You have to get that, huh?”

“I should.”

The sated smile resting on her face didn’t change as she kissed him then slipped out from underneath him. After tossing him his phone, she gathered her clothes, her movements relaxed and loose, and disappeared into the ensuite.

When Gabriel finished explaining to Markus that he and Alek were taking few days, he cleaned up, dressed, and had just entered the main room when a hard rap hit the suite’s door.

Not willing to take any chances, even though they were well guarded, Gabriel looked through the peephole—

Straight into Vasily Tarasov’s cool navy eyes.
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Without hesitating, his feelings mixed, Gabriel threw open the door. He was relieved his dear friend had made it back from Russia safe and unharmed. He was also filled with trepidation over what was coming.

“Son.” Vasily bestowed the usual greeting.

Were the backslaps different?

The kisses less than affectionate?

Or was that just Gabriel’s interpretation because guilt was suddenly an acid bath he was drowning in?

Christ. He and Eva had just had sex—actually, no. That hadn’t been sex. What they’d shared had been something else entirely.

Nodding to Dmitri and Aron—the Pakhan’s private guards who were standing with Micha and Jak—Gabriel closed the door.

“I hear you’ve been a busy man,” Vasily commented. “Must be why I haven’t heard from you. Is she here?”

“In the bathroom.” He took a slow breath, hopefully not his last, and tried not feel like he was seven in the face of that steady stare. And, yeah, fuck this. He’d never been comfortable playing the role of coward. “Vasily, I have to beg your forgiveness. I know it goes against—”

A tattooed hand came up to cut him off. Fuck. He wanted to get it over with now. Last thing they needed was for Eva to walk out and trip over his goddamn corpse.

“I asked you to watch over my daughter. I believe I mentioned that was only until I could get back to do it myself.”

Gabriel opened his mouth to…continue apologizing?

No.

To defend himself?

Not really. How could he possibly? He’d wanted Eva, and he’d taken her.

But now he had to try to explain what she was coming to mean to him. How did he do that without labeling it? Something he wouldn’t do in case he was forced to walk away.

Which was another thing he wasn’t sure he’d be able to do at this point. Especially now that he’d compromised Eva’s safety. He’d successfully taken away her ability to live her life freely and without fear by exposing her to a world no one as innocent and soft-hearted as she was should even be aware existed.

And yet, she was flourishing, he thought again, his chest filling with pride.

Vasily made an impatient sound and turned away. “Go get my daughter, Gabriel. We’ll discuss this unexpected development later.”

As the Pakhan strode into the main room, Gabriel drew in a slow, steady breath. No matter who Vasily was to him, being dismissed in such a way didn’t go down easily.

But he lubed the shit and swallowed it down while following the command because he knew damn well he deserved so much worse.

 

† † †

 

Dressed once more, Eva hung up the towel she’d used to dry off and wished she could shake the feeling that what she and Gabriel had just shared was the most intimate of goodbyes.

Their desires aside, her father would arrive soon. How would he feel about this new relationship between her and Gabriel? Would he approve? Be angry? Because of who these men were, would he feel he’d been disrespected?

Or maybe he wouldn’t care at all, she thought, having a hard time picturing a Putin-like man waving a finger up at Gabriel for deflowering his daughter…

“You’re an idiot,” she muttered as she faced her reflection in the mirror. “A real idiot,” she repeated, her thoughts going back to what she and Gabriel had just shared.

She knew very well she’d shown her desperation. It had been hard to hide it after that stressful lunch that she’d left fearing for her life. For her friends’ lives. For Gabriel’s life. She’d needed to be close to him. Needed to feel him. Hold him. She had been desperate, she acknowledged as his broad shoulders filled the bathroom doorway.

There was a new tension in his expression that set her on edge. “What’s wrong?”

“Get over here.” He yanked her to him with an arm around her waist and held her tightly for a moment, his face buried in her hair. Her own arms came up to encircle his neck and she basked for too short a time in the feel of him so strong and sure against her. With a light squeeze, he drew back then took her hand and set them in motion.

“What’s going on? You’re making me nervous.”

He kept walking. “Don’t be.”

O-kay. Maybe Nika was here. That would be good. She was dying to know what had happened between her and Vincente; something clearly had.

But their company wasn’t Nika.

It was a tall, commanding man who watched them enter the room from where he stood in front of the windows, his arms behind his back, legs braced. He was dressed business-casual, all in black, right down to his leather shoes. His hair was as dark as hers, his skin…the same tawny shade…as hers…his eyes a deep blue…

Just like hers.

As realization dawned, she gripped Gabriel’s hand like a lifeline.

“Your father didn’t want to wait any longer to meet you, sweetheart.”

She drew in a sharp breath as the room tilted, and even though she’d understood who he was just by looking at him, it was still rattling to hear it confirmed.

“I’ll give you some privacy.”

“No.” She held tighter, knowing without a doubt she couldn’t do this alone. “Stay. Please.”

Gabriel looked inquiringly at her father—Vasily Tarasov, Russian mob boss, the love of her mom’s life—who didn’t return the look but nodded almost imperceptibly as he stopped a few feet away. His focus was on her, as hers was on him.

Looking beyond their resemblance, the first thing to strike her, and it did with the force of a slap, was the sadness in his eyes. The heavy, weight-bearing sorrow was unlike anything she’d ever seen, and it reached into her chest to squeeze her heart.

“Evangeline.” As he slowly reached out, Gabriel released her so that her father could cautiously take both her hands in his. “I cannot express how sorry I am that we are coming together under these circumstances.”

He didn’t have to express it, she thought as her eyes and nose began to burn in reaction to the energy surrounding him. She could see it. Feel it. His remorse. His guilt. The pain.

The pain that mirrored hers over the loss of her mom.

Gabriel had told her that her father had loved them, and it was clear to her now, in that, at least, that he’d told the truth.

Her lip trembled when she forced a smile. “It would have been nice if it had happened long before now,” she admitted, making sure to keep any accusation out of her voice. She’d never been one to inflict pain on someone already suffering, and she wouldn’t do so now. “But it is what it is. Gabriel explained a lot, and I’m beginning to understand that you did what you thought was right, even if it did take you away from us. I think I’ll eventually appreciate your effort, but I’m…” She winced through her honesty. “…not there yet.”

As the stiffness left his shoulders, an extended blink hid the relief that flashed in his eyes. “Your mother’s death.” He roughly cleared his throat. “It…I wish…I would do anything to change the mistakes I made…”

When he stopped again, her empathy grew because he clearly wanted to take responsibility for the loss she’d suffered, the loss they’d both apparently suffered, but he couldn’t get through it.

“You loved her,” she whispered as tears flooded her eyes. The realization blunted the sharp edges that were always at the ready to impale her when she thought of him.

Agony rolled over his features like storm clouds. “Yes.” It seemed as if he wanted to say more but he didn’t. Or couldn’t.

She glanced at Gabriel to see surprise and a deep sympathy swimming in his eyes as he stared at her father in a way that made it clear he, too, hadn’t understood the scope of her parents’ love until just then. And speaking of…

She gave the hands holding hers a light squeeze. “She loved you, too.” If ever anyone needed to hear the truth, it was this grieving man.

He nodded as his mouth firmed into a hard line. Raising her hands, he kissed her knuckles then released her. “You’re aware I’ve been watching over you, and I understand that, and many other issues, have to be addressed if we are to move forward. I hope you’ll give me the chance to explain my actions.” He aimed a dark look at Gabriel. “After we’ve dealt with our most pressing issue, of course.”

Alarmed by the look, she slipped her arm through Gabriel’s and hugged his hard bicep to her chest. Regardless of their future—if they had one—she wouldn’t let Gabriel take the blame for his brother’s actions. “Yes, there are a few things I’d like to address as well. But, you’re right, they can wait.” They’d have plenty of time to talk after they dealt with Stefano.

Her father’s eyes narrowed on the possessive gesture as his cell rang. He said something in Russian that had Gabriel making a quiet, satisfied sound, then he excused himself to answer the call.

As Eva absently rested her cheek on one man’s shoulder while staring at the other, she was disturbingly aware of how easy it would be to fall in love with them both.
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“What do you think’s happening?”

Eva was perched on the edge of the sofa, the remnants of dinner spread around the coffee table in the suite Vincente apparently used whenever he was in Seattle. She’d long ago exhausted the topic of her father and how she’d felt meeting him for the first time, Nika had finally stopped asking when she could go home, and now it seemed they were both listening for the sound of footsteps outside the door. The TV was on CNN but muted.

“I don’t know. Do you smell leather?” Nika, who was sitting next to her, had her nose in the air, sniffing delicately. “I smell leather.”

“It’s probably Caleb.”

After bringing her down the hall, Gabriel and the others had gathered in his suite to confirm flight times, who would stay behind, who would go to New York, etc. Caleb had been put out when he’d been left to babysit, but he’d come around when Eva had asked him to spill what he knew about the Moretti and Tarasov families. He had, with relish, supplied a good deal of information while they’d eaten, and the more Eva heard, the less intimidated she felt. Not that she would ever disregard who these people were and what they were capable of, but her apprehension was slowly taking a backseat to respect.

Caleb had explained, quite eloquently, that most factions of organized crime—he’d thrown the ODMC in with an expected note of pride in his tone—were basically businessmen just like any other. The main difference between them and government officials or CEOs of major companies was that the supposed criminal organizations ran their ventures openly and without apology. The “respectable” groups didn’t. Yet they did the same sorts of things, some legal, some not.

Eva was still thinking on that as she tucked her hands beneath her thighs to stop her nails from sounding like castanets.

“Vincente kissed me.”

The room rippled like she’d just been dropped into another dimension. Her head swung toward Nika. “What did you say?”

Nika glanced at her brother, who was on the other side of the room lifting the stoppers and sniffing the contents of the decanters clustered on the bar as he tried to decide what to drink. He kept muttering about rich assholes and no fuckin’ beer. He clearly hadn’t heard his sister’s revelation.

Pulling her legs up and hugging her knees to her chest, Nika’s straight teeth were on full display as she held a wince, like she was expecting the hotel to come down around her ears.

Eva slapped her arm. “Speak,” she hissed, knowing she wouldn’t get shit if Caleb returned.

“We kissed outside the meeting room,” Nika rushed out in a whisper almost too quick to decipher.

She gaped. “Like, on the mouth?”

Red hair shimmered around a hard nod. “On the mouth, with tongue, his big, muscly body holding me against the wall.” Nika winced again, holding the expression.

“And you’re just telling me this now?” She landed another slap to her friend’s arm, causing her to gasp like a big baby. “How…what were…did you…but…God, Nika.” She shook her head to dislodge a full question. “What happened?”

“I saw him outside and nearly died. He’s gorgeous, don’t you think?” She continued to whisper, rushing through her words, her eyes darting to Caleb to make sure he wasn’t paying attention. “Anyway, I insulted him somehow, and like a big, hot and sexy baby, he implied I was a prostitute to get back at me. Who does that?” She pulled a face and scoffed-laughed-snorted. “But then he apologized and put me against the wall. Eva…I was so scared Kevin was going to show up like he always does.”

That sucked the huge grin off her face, but she’d get back to that. “He implied you were a prostitute?”

Nika shrugged. “Asked if he could bring me up here and make me scream,” she practically squeaked.

“Holy shit,” Eva breathed. Vincente? she thought again. “Was he any good?” Vincente?

Nika’s emerald eyes sparkled with a mix of anxiety and heat. “Oh. My. God,” she mouthed silently as she glanced at Caleb again. He’d finally made a decision and was pouring something dark over ice.

“You girls want something? Don’t know what half the shit is, but it’s probably pretty smooth.”

They both declined and held each other’s stares. What did this mean? Nika was married. To an asshole, yes, but she was still married, and not the type of person to disregard that. Unless…

As Caleb replaced the stopper on the decanter, Eva steeled herself to break her promise not to comment on Nika’s marriage. “Can I ask you something?”

Nika nodded.

“Do you love Kevin?”

A look of utter loathing twisted her best friend’s lips. “I hate him more than the disease that stole my parents.”

Eva’s eyes must have been dinner-plate wide as Caleb dropped into the chair across from them, ice clinking in his glass.

The truth! Finally!

And she couldn’t do a damn thing with it because Nika was now staring with wild eyes, as if she was appalled by what she’d confessed. Her gaze flashed between her brother and Eva, her lips mashed together. As she shook her head almost imperceptibly, Eva’s phone rang.

“Mine was much cooler than that shit,” Caleb said. “Aren’t you gonna answer it?” He nudged her phone closer with the heel of his boot that was resting on the edge of the coffee table between them.

She picked it up, still reeling. Why would Nika stay with Kevin if she hated him? Did she have money issues or something? Was that bastard somehow keeping her there against her will? How, though?

Trying not to freak out, she swiped her thumb across the bottom of her phone screen. Once she spoke to Gabriel—it had to be him calling, because the only other two who would, were in the room—she’d get Nika alone and get some answers.

“Hello?”

“Get up and walk away if anyone is near you. Don’t show any fuckin’ reaction that you recognize my voice, or I hit the detonator in my hand and your boyfriend’s suite blows out the roof of this hotel.”

She went rigid, ducking her head to hide the terror locking up her lungs at hearing Furio’s voice in her ear once again.

“Say, ‘Okay, Dad,’” he ordered. “Say it!”

“O-okay, Dad.” She rose from the couch and tried to look casual as she walked a few steps away. It was difficult on legs that felt like rubber.

“An explosive device was wheeled into Gabe’s suite with dinner. If you don’t do as I tell you, Gabe and his boys are gonna die. Understand, Jacobs?”

As her body went numb, she tried to think rationally. But all she managed was doubt. How could Furio have gotten anything passed the guards lining the corridor?

“I don’t b-believe you.”

“Then you’re stupider than you look. You’re playing with the big boys now, bitch. You think taking out a few guys and some collateral damage means shit to us?” He laughed darkly. “Come on. It’s the home stretch. Kill or get killed. I choose to kill. Gabe, Mao, Tarasov…who else is gonna die because you wanna be naïve? Romani, Kirov…your daddy?”

As he listed off everyone Gabriel was currently with, her hope died. Her father had only just arrived. Furio couldn’t have known that unless he was watching them.

Oh God. She tried not to vomit.

“Nothin’? Man, you’re a cold bitch. How about this? If I hit this switch, you, the biker, and his hot sister are gonna burn, too. You ready to get your friends killed?”

The hair on her nape stood straight as she looked at the window. He could see them? How?

It didn’t matter. He wasn’t bluffing. He would kill them all, and anyone else in the hotel who couldn’t make it to safety.

She brought her gaze back to the decanters Caleb had been fooling with. “What d-do you want me to do?”

“That’s it. Now make sure they hear you. I want you to say, ‘Where should I meet you, Dad?’”

Schooling her features, she turned so her voice would carry. “Where sh-should I meet you, Dad?”

“Come on, Jacobs. You can do better than that. Put your poker face on and tighten up. A lot of lives are in your hands.”

Knowing she had no other choice, she tried harder to appear normal and said, “I thought you were down the hall.”

“That’s more like it. More what I’d expect from Vasily Tarasov’s fuckin’ daughter. Now, I want you to tell the biker Dad wants to see you.”

As he told her where to go, she tried to picture it in her mind so she wouldn’t forget. The loading dock, behind the ballroom. Okay. But how could she get back there without dragging Caleb with her? After what Nika had just told her about hating Kevin, her friend needed her brother more than Eva did, and she wouldn’t endanger him in this situation that had nothing to do with him.

“Jacobs?”

“Yeah. I’m here.”

“I don’t have to tell you not to pull any shit, do I? You get your sweet ass down here ASAP with your biker pal or everyone goes boom.”

Swiftly gathering herself, Eva tucked her phone into her pocket while approaching her curious friends. “My father wants to see me downstairs,” she said quietly without meeting their eyes. She had no money, no wallet.

Not that she’d need either where she was going.

“He said for you to bring me, Caleb.”

Both of them stood.

“No! I mean, no, Nika, you stay here.” Do not cry! “I’ll be right back. He wants to see me alone.” God, she was blowing this.

Nika was frowning. “Why?”

“I’m not sure.” When the fear and emotion closed up her throat, she gave into it and let her eyes fill. “He said he wanted to talk to me about my mom.” That would excuse the tears. “I won’t be long,” she lied as she pulled her best friend in and hugged her so hard Nika yelped.

“Ow, Eva! What the hell?”

“Sorry, sorry,” she mumbled, letting go and turning away when all she wanted to do was hold her sister forever. “This whole thing is freaking me out. I’m just…sorry.”

She went for the door with Caleb on her heels and stopped short after opening it. Aron, her father’s bodyguard whom he’d introduced her to earlier, was in the hallway.

“It is me,” the hulking guy said in his heavy Russian accent, clearly having seen he’d startled her.

Shit. How were they going to get past him? And the others lining the corridor? “Um… ”

“Hey, brother.” Caleb and the bodyguard bumped fists. “Eva’s old man wants to see her downstairs. You coming with?”

Aron nodded. “Vasily left room few minutes ago.” He motioned for one of the men standing not far away to take over his post, then waved Eva and Caleb ahead.

Caleb nudged her into motion as she processed her father having gone downstairs. What would she say if they ran into him in the lobby?

What would she do if Gabriel came out and caught her trying to leave?

She walked faster.

“You okay, Priss?” Caleb asked, lengthening his stride to keep up. “Your old man seems like a good guy. I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”

“He is.” God, she wasn’t even going to have the chance to know him. “I, uh, just don’t know why he wants to talk to me about this now, that’s all. Think he’ll try to draw comparisons? Maybe warn me off Gabriel?” She forced another laugh that almost turned into a sob. “I hope he doesn’t think he has the right to dictate my life when I’ve only just met him.” He wasn’t going to have the chance to give her even one scrap of fatherly advice.

That knowledge triggered something inside her. Vasily Tarasov. He was her father. A powerful man who ruled an entire organization. She had his blood running through her veins. And her mom’s. A woman who’d raised her to be strong and resilient, her own person. Yet here she was, simpering with panic like a toddler who’d gotten lost at the mall.

“Can’t blame him if he tries. You just met him, but the guy’s been in your life the whole time. Of course he wants what’s best for you.”

Caleb’s words and her realization injected some steel into her spine, strengthening it, straightening it. Her head came up and her emotions leveled off. She might have to give in to Furio’s demands, but she didn’t have to do it like a pussy.

And she wouldn’t. She was more than that. Her mom had made sure of it.

They made it by thirteen guards and into the elevator without incident, and as the doors closed, stealing her view of Gabriel’s door, she couldn’t help but wonder how he would react when he learned she’d left. Her nape tightened. He was going to kill her.

Actually, no.

He wasn’t going to do anything to or with her ever again. They would never touch or laugh or talk or love—

She blinked. Love?

Yes. God, yes. Why pretend now?

She was desperately in love with him.

“I love him, Caleb,” she whispered, grabbing her friend’s hand in a grip so tight he winced.

“Hey, relax, Priss,” he chuckled. “Who do you love? Your old man?”

“No. Yes.” She shook her head and looked away from the wariness settling on Caleb’s face. “I don’t know yet about him, but Gabriel I do know. I’m in love with him. And I think my father will be easy to love because he loved my mom. And you and Nika, I love you guys.” She forced out another laugh that came out more of a croak and let go of his hand so he wouldn’t feel her trembling. “I just wanted that out there because I’ve been thinking about it lately and I don’t say it enough. Sorry. I’m tired and stressed. Ignore me.”

God, if they didn’t get out of this elevator soon she was gonna go Bruce Banner on the bitch.

“Priss. I think maybe we should go back upstairs. Tarasov can come to you.”

She waved her hand. “I’m fine. I can use the drink.” She had to do better than this. Furio was going to kill people if she didn’t get it together. She flashed her best smile at Caleb. “Doesn’t help that I’m PMS’ing.” As expected, his eyes glazed over. “Right? When it rains it pours. Like I said, ignore me.” Shut up, Eva. “Hey, maybe I shouldn’t have that drink. If I do, I’ll probably end up bawling my head off and embarrassing everyone in the vicinity.” Shut. Up. Eva. “Maybe you could lend me your ratty t-shirt; I can use it as a tissue. Seriously, Caleb, you need a girlfriend. Please find someone to love you.” SHUT UP, EVA!

She bit her lips and watched the numbers count down the final ten floors. The bell dinged and the doors swished open to present the lobby. They stepped out and turned right, and Eva made a beeline for the restroom she’d used the night of the gala. If she went out the secondary exit, she’d get to where she needed to be without involving Caleb or Aron.

“You know what? Before I go into the bar, let me splash some water on my face. Just give me one second to get a grip, ’kay?” Before she could touch the door, a strong hand gripped her upper arm. She looked up at the man who’d been one of the blessings in her life.

“You go in, clean up, and come right back out. Talk to no one. You fuck around in there and I’ll kick your skinny ass. Got me, Priss?”

I love you, too, Caleb, she said silently as she nodded and pulled away. Like she normally would have, she threw him an eyeroll for good measure as the door swung shut behind her.

With her heartbeat pounding in her ears, she ran through the restroom and slipped out into the back hallway. Without a backward glance, and moving as quickly as she could to the Exit sign at the end of the corridor, she pushed out into a dimly lit area that smelled of old car exhaust and salty air. Her arm was snatched before the door had a chance to clang shut behind her.

“I’ll never get over how fuckin’ gullible women are.”

If the Mohawk didn’t give him away, Furio’s evil eyes would have done the trick. “I’m here,” she said. “Do what you’re going to do, but please, promise me you’ll leave Gabriel and my father alone. Don’t hurt them.” She looked around for the detonator he’d mentioned.

Weirdly, so did he. But in an obvious way. Then he frowned and made like he was confused. “How can I hurt them? They’re way up there—we’re down here.” His grin was the stuff of nightmares. “Not hard to hack into a hotel’s surveillance system to see who’s hanging in whose room,” he explained in a drawl meant to make her feel stupid.

And she would have, but rage over what she’d just given up smothered everything in its path. Fear, sorrow, and loss went down as her arm came up. This prick was probably going to kill her, so she might as well die like a Tarasov, she thought as her closed fist caught him right on the jaw. The hit sent him stumbling back, and she lunged for the door. He beat her to it, slamming it shut before ramming her so hard into the brick wall she felt something in her shoulder snap out of place. She cried out as he came in close, pressing into her from behind.

“We’re gonna have some fun before I put you down, Jacobs.”

With a hard yank, Furio spun her around. She didn’t see what hit her, but it sent her spiralling into darkness.

 

† † †

 

As Gabriel paced in front of the fireplace, he wrenched his head to the side to dislodge the pressure climbing from his neck into the base of his skull. Fuck. He wanted to go get Eva. Wanted her with him. Sitting in the corner, following him with her eyes, the way he’d gotten used to her doing.

“Is there any point in going over it again? We bring the girls and Paynne to the airport then head to Enumclaw. Simple as that.”

Only Maks could see this operation as simple when nothing about it was. Micha was next to him, looking prepared for anything.

Vasily hadn’t returned yet. He’d gone down to do a sweep of the hotel with Dmitri when the radio signal in their earpieces started fucking up.

V had his back to the room, his focus on the dark sky. Hadn’t moved from that window in an hour.

Alek had his shoulder against the wall, his pale gaze straying to the door every so often, as if he, too, were wondering where the fuck his uncle was.

Feeling edgy as shit, Gabriel finally gave into the urge and sent Eva a text.

You hanging in?

He wrenched his neck again and waited for a response.

“Since we’re not moving, let’s try a different angle,” Maks suggested. “Vasily and Dmitri can go home with the girls. They lead the bikers while we take care of business.”

Fucking Mr. Party Planner needed to shut up for a minute. “Vasily needs to send a message. Didn’t you hear him earlier? Weren’t you fucking here?” Gabriel snapped as he remembered Vasily apologetically informing him that Stefano would be killed in such a way that the Tarasov enemies would think twice before ever coming after one of his own again.

His fucking brother was going to die tonight, and, despite their contentious relationship, that wasn’t sitting right with Gabriel.

He looked at his phone. And why the fuck wasn’t Eva responding to his message? A simple yes would suffice.

“I must have dozed off for that one, you asshole, considering I’ve been up for close to forty-eight hours covering your ungrateful ass.”

Lifting his eyes, Gabriel saw Maks’s long middle finger on display. He went over and clapped his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Sorry, brother. I’m feeling…fuck. I don’t know. Something’s making me itch.”

The suite’s door banged open and Vasily stormed in with Dmitri, Aron, and goddamn Paynne on his ass. As everyone snapped to attention—why the fuck was the biker not with Eva?—Gabriel braced himself.

The worst came when Vasily searched the room, and finding Gabriel, looked him dead in the eye. “She’s gone.”


TWENTY-THREE

“Gone? What the fuck do you mean she’s gone.”

Much of the time, “gone” in their world meant dead. But no way did Vasily mean that. No way, Gabriel told himself. Eva had promised him she’d stay. She’d given him her word. It was his job to keep her safe. She wouldn’t fucking dare leave him.

“You make me ask again and someone’s gonna end up dead,” he snarled as his insides started quaking. “Where is she?”

Paynne stepped forward and explained what had gone down, but no relief came from the biker confirming that she was only missing. Everything around him began to slow as he fell with open arms into the zone he’d come to hate, but now appreciated more than he could say. Without effort, he compartmentalized and focused on what needed doing.

“Get Jak on the security footage,” he told Quan as he went to the safe behind his desk to arm up. “Alek, call our guy at SeaTac. We need two choppers. Caleb?”

The biker came over with guilt shadowing his eyes. “Yeah, man.”

As much as he wanted to kill someone for allowing this to happen—Paynne would have been first on his list—it was obvious no one was at fault here, other than Eva for being too inexperienced to properly handle whoever had called her. If someone had at all.

“Did she take her cell with her?”

“Yeah. Back pocket.”

He took out his phone.

“No offense, G, but what good will calling her do?” Maks, ever the pessimist was hovering near Vasily, ready to be let loose on whoever his Pakhan had in his sights. “If they have her, taking a call is the last thing they’ll let her do.”

“She’s not one to sit on her ass while someone solves her problems for her. For all we know, she could have faked the call from Vasily and fucked off to try to defuse the situation herself. I wouldn’t put it past her to try to meet up with Stefano…” He had to stop when his gag reflex got busy at the thought of her reaching out to his brother.

 He dialed her number and waited through the generic voice mail message. “You call me the second you get this. Get your ass someplace safe and stay there. I’m coming for you, and if you did what I’m thinking, you better hope I’ve calmed the fuck down when I find you.”

Christ, he hoped she’d done what he was thinking. At least she’d be on her own right now.

Caleb’s boots were a heavy beat as he walked in a tight circle, clearly agitated. “In the elevator, she was acting…fuck. I knew something was up. But she said she was stressed and it was that time of the month. Little shit knew I’d close up when she went there.” He rubbed his face like he thought a genie might pop out the top of his skull. “She even threw out that she’s in love with you, for chrissake’s.”

Gabriel’s life ended with those words.

“If there’s anything guaranteed to shut me down, it’s her and Nika talking about that shit.” He looked at Gabriel. “Now I’m wondering if she told me so I’d tell you. You know, in case…”

Gabriel’s lungs burned like he was going under in an ocean of scalding tar. “She didn’t fabricate the call.” Was that his voice? “They got her.” Admitting she loved him proved it.

He brought his phone up, but before he could dial Stefano’s number, Jak banged his way into the suite with a laptop under his arm.

“Get over here.” The stone-faced soldier stalked to the desk and slammed the laptop down, the scar on his face standing out against his paler-than-usual skin.

Everyone gathered, warily leaning in when play was hit on a clip from the security feed.

The slash of light that illuminated the delivery area out back showcased Eva exiting the hotel. Gabriel’s stomach cramped at the sight of her, the knot growing painful when a man stepped into the frame at her back.

“Cocksucker,” Vincente growled as Furio grabbed Eva’s arm.

They exchanged a few words, and then, bless her fuckin’ heart, Eva landed a sweet right hook to Furio’s jaw. As Caleb huffed out a satisfied sound, they watched her go for the door, but Furio grabbed her and slammed her into the bricks before she could make it through.

Vasily’s curse mingled with the biker’s as Gabriel reached out like he could stop what he was seeing. Of course he couldn’t, and they watched Furio haul off and nail an innocent woman across the face with the cast that covered his left hand. Eva’s head snapped back and she fell limp right into the fucker’s arms. They disappeared into the backseat of a black SUV that pulled away the second the door was closed…revealing two bodies lying motionless on the concrete.

“They’re gone,” Jak supplied, his voice solemn at the addition of two more dead.

In that instant, Gabriel Moore, quasi-respectable businessman, died, and Gabriel Moretti was reborn, his wrath unleashed. He gave way to the black rage forming a funnel cloud that spun wickedly through his chest. But rather than send him into orbit, the chaos condensed and brought him to a level of command he wouldn’t have thought himself capable of. Emotion faded into the background of his psyche, taking with it panic and fear.

He met V’s dark eyes. “I want you to contact every member we have who might know Stefano’s exact location. I want it now.”

Vincente grimaced. “I don’t know if they’ll take orders—”

“I don’t give a fuck what you think you know, Romani. You start dialing that goddamn phone and you let them know the request is coming from the head of this family. I don’t give a shit if you have to threaten every loved one they have right down to their newborn children—I want that cabin. If they don’t give it, tell them to draw up a will. Make it clear and make it quick.”

“Gabriel.”

He looked to Vasily, noting the raised brow, and knew exactly what it was about.

“If claiming my rightful place will get her back, and remaining there will prevent this from ever happening again—” Absolute conviction weighed down his every word. “—then that’s exactly what I intend to do.”

Grunts of approval were heard around the room as his cell rang. He snatched it up. “Eva?” he barked, desperate for it to be her.

“Looks like you lost, brother.”

Stefano. His blood cooled. “You listen to me, you shit-eating cunt. If you touch one hair on her head, I’ll deliver a vengeance unlike anything you’ve ever seen before. I’ll make what you’ve done to me all these years seem like a night out with the boys. When I get to you, Stef, I’m gonna do things that our associates will be talking about for deca—” He cut his threat short when he heard someone in the background.

“Furio’s forty minutes out and no tail.”

Disregarding the familiarity of the voice, Gabriel quickly did the math and came to the conclusion that forty minutes out worked for Enumclaw.

Without a word, he hung up. His brother was already dead to him, his only regret now that he’d let Stefano live as long as he had. He’d been as naïve as Eva to think there might be hope for a reconciliation between him and his only sibling. And his beauty would be the one to pay for his delusions.

The most important person ever to enter Gabriel’s life was forty minutes out from a hell she should never know existed outside of a horror movie.

 

† † †

 

Stefano stood in the moonlit woods with more than a dozen men milling about, smoking and talking shit, some looking around as though they thought the Grim Reaper himself was about to float out from the trees and steal their souls.

If that phone call was any indication, the backstabbing fucker was on his way.

He reached up to rub away the frown making his head ache. Getting rid of the hollow feeling invading his chest wasn’t so easy. Nor was stopping his little brother’s rant from echoing in his head, over and over.

“…what you’ve done to me all these years…”

For the next while, the words continued to skip like a scratched vinyl, repeating until he finally had to shake his head to stop it. But the emotion he’d heard beneath the fury in Gabriel’s voice…Jesus Christ.

When headlights bounced off the trees in front of him, he turned to see a black SUV pull into the makeshift drive.

His brother’s voice sounded off again and he had to bring a hand up to rub at his chest. He didn’t get what he’d heard. Didn’t understand the scope of it at all.

But he felt it. Deeply.

The loss—anger, mostly—he’d experienced when Adrianna had actually been killed five years ago had been nothing compared with what Gabriel was clearly feeling right now. And nothing had happened to Eva yet. His brother’s reaction was only to thoughts of what might happen to her. And it was that strong. Obviously, he’d been wrong in thinking Gabe would harm this woman like he had the others.

As he watched Furio get out of the SUV with Eva in his arms, Stefano thought back to all the years he’d fucked with Gabe, basically making him pay for the sins of his father. Why had his brother never once retaliated? He’d always turned the proverbial cheek.

Until now.

It was threatening the beautiful pawn Furio carried toward him that had finally broken the steadfast bond siblings shared. One Stefano had refused to form.

His teeth ground together when he met Furio’s triumphant stare as the guy walked by. Why was he so fucking satisfied? By the look on his face, you’d have thought he had Jimmy Fucking Hoffa in his arms.

Stefano watched, trying to detach himself as his underboss climbed the two steps and entered the cabin with Eva. He followed more slowly, streams of clarity bleeding through the heavy shroud of hostility and resentment that had cocooned him through most of his life.

Why now?

He’d spoken to Gabe twice in the past week, when he hadn’t exchanged two words with him in almost five years, and suddenly he was getting soft?

Why?

Because he was regretting? Regretting his actions, regretting what he’d done to Gabe’s childhood…the way his shrink had said he one day might?

I don’t want you to be upset when I say this, Stefano. But I think you’ll one day see that you caused your brother to suffer, simply because you were. It’s not uncommon for a child to want to share their misery. To not be alone in it.

A sneer curved his lip as he remembered the compassion in her tone, the empathy in her clear eyes. What the fuck would she know about his reasons for doing what he’d done?

A lot, a voice in the back of his mind whispered. Because she’s the only one you’ve ever shared them with.

 

† † †

 

Impatience had an actual taste, Gabriel realized as he looked at his watch again.

They now had the location of the cabin—from the first call Vincente had made. A guy who, at the time of the call, just so happened to be standing in the woods behind said cabin taking a piss. Quentin, better known as Q-tip, was part of the crew Stefano had brought to Enumclaw.

As he wondered where the fucking choppers were, his phone vibrated in his hand; another private number displayed. Why did he bother looking anymore?

“Yeah.”

“They have reached the cabin.” Lucian’s voice was difficult to hear over the sound of blades spinning in the background. “I have someone with her who will prevent her from being killed, though, if things take a turn, he is far from bullet proof.”

As Gabriel’s molars ground to dust, Jak motioned they had to go.

“I assume you know that we have landed above you, Gabriel. Are you coming?”

To prevent being shot in the face the minute he reached the Romanian, he swallowed a mouthful of orders and demands and hung up as he hauled ass down the corridor with the boys on his heels. Their choppers, Lucians, who fuckin’ cared which of them supplied the ride. As long as he got to Eva before—

He cut the thought off as they arrived on the roof to see two sleek choppers on the pads. Gabriel ducked under the blades and went straight for the one that held Lucian. The dark-haired ballbuster threw open the door of the Sikorsky to admit him, Vasily, and Vincente. Maks, Alek, Quan, and one other man disappeared into the second bird. The others were already on the road, driving to their destination.

“Go!” Gabriel snapped before the door was even closed.

Lucian’s personal guard handed out headsets before closing the door and double-tapping the pilot’s seat to signal him to move.

“Welcome home,” Lucian said to Vasily before nodding at V. Then, as the roof of the hotel shrunk and they rose into the sky, he turned to Gabriel. “There is a clearing approximately one mile from the cabin. There are two vehicles waiting for us. As we are far from home and short on time, I could only send two bodies ahead of us. They are currently getting into position around the perimeter. It is unfortunate that my transport is more efficient than yours.” His smile was chilly but held a glimpse of humor. “I imagine you would be in those woods without proper backup as we speak.”

Of course he would be. But then, his own boys were all the backup he needed.

Keeping that to himself, Gabriel pressed his lips together to prevent himself from speaking at all. One didn’t cross the lines Lucian Fane drew in the sand. You just shut up, graciously accepted the Romanian’s help, and hoped you never ended up on his bad side.


TWENTY-FOUR

Awareness came back to Eva in a blinding rush that felt unnatural.

When the first thing she saw on opening her eyes was Furio straightening in front of her with a syringe in his hand, the rapid awakening was explained.

“Welcome to the party,” he muttered, throwing the needle to the side and falling into a chair in the corner. He wasn’t so much the smug bastard anymore but an annoyed one.

How much had she missed? Where were they? Who was here?

Unsure what to focus on first, she took a second to get her bearings.

She was propped in the corner of a tattered sofa that sat in the center of a one-room cabin. The paint was peeling off the walls, the few faded pictures of doe-eyed deer hanging askew. There was a dust-coated coffee table directly in front of her and a beat-up chair that matched the sofa on the other side of it. Across the way was a kitchenette that housed a rickety metal-and-vinyl dinette and a stove and fridge that looked as if they should have been put out of their misery decades ago.

She was cold, and her shoulder throbbed with pain.

Her head and eye were aching like she’d been hit with a hammer. Her face was pulsing with her every heartbeat.

Every breath she took was musty and damp. Someone was smoking.

She could hear men’s voices outside.

She blinked, feeling dazed yet wired. She’d obviously been drugged. Duh.

The knowledge expanded to the question of how many times. How long had she been unconscious? What had Furio injected her with?

And what had he done to her while she’d been unable to fight him off?

Her gag reflex quivered as her imagination went crazy, bringing her to places that made her wish she could shut down her brain. Swallowing repeatedly so she wouldn’t throw up, she shifted—

She barely caught the scream in her throat as her shoulder protested with a vehemence that guaranteed she wouldn’t be moving again soon. She slumped in place once more, wishing she could claw the cobwebs out of her thoughts.

She was still wishing a few minutes later when she heard the door open. Her mouth made a small sound when her jaw fell open.

Alesio had just walked in. Gabriel’s cousin was here.

Not sure if she should make Furio aware they knew each other, she didn’t utter a word around the avalanche of relief coursing through her.

It was short lived.

When Alesio glanced her way, his normally smiling face wasn’t just empty of all expression, it was eerily devoid. God, if she didn’t know better, she’d think they’d never met before. The optimism that had sparked inside her died. Gabriel must have been wrong about him. He wasn’t here to help her. He was with Stefano.

Who’d just entered the cabin and was closing the door behind him.

As Alesio took a position to the right of the door, Gabriel’s brother dragged a vinyl-covered chair over from the table and seated himself across from her. He put his ankle on his knee and rested his hands loosely in his elegantly suited lap, looking to all the world as if the two of them were about to have an enjoyable visit.

If she had a gun, she’d have shot the asshole right then for all the trouble he’d caused. In her pain-and-drug-soaked mind, that didn’t even shock her.

Thanks for the streak of vicious, Dad, she thought dimly, appreciating the timely reminder of whose daughter she was.

“Let me begin by apologizing for not being prepared to offer you something for the pain I suspect you’re in. You’ve been moaning,” Stefano explained with a dark look in Furio’s direction.

Er…

The apology, the seemingly genuine concern, tripped up her loathing.

“There’s no excuse for your condition. Isn’t that right, Furio? So if there’s anything I can do for you, to ease you while we wait, just let me know.”

She wanted to frown, but it hurt. Was this guy fucking serious? She couldn’t decide whether to be reassured by his sudden amicability or terrified.

As he leaned forward, his suit jacket easily adjusting to him resting his elbows on his knees, Stefano chuckled without looking amused. “Don’t be afraid, Eva,” he murmured. “Gabriel is feeling enough of that for the both of you. Oddly enough, that’s affecting me in a way I hadn’t anticipated.”

As Furio quietly grunted behind her, Eva shook her concussed head, forgetting her body’s previous warning not to move. When the motion jarred her shoulder, her yelp of pain echoed through the room. Jesus H! She ground her teeth through the agony and wasn’t surprised when she felt sweat bead on her cold forehead.

“I d-don’t understand what’s going on here,” she admitted, her voice hoarse. “Aren’t you supposed to kill me now? Or is making me suffer some l-long, drawn-out horror part of the f-f-fun?”

She recoiled when he got to his feet, regretting her big mouth when he closed the distance between them in two strides, his face suddenly dark. When he lifted the neckline of her shirt, she tried her best to push his hand away but only ended up causing herself more pain.

“Christ Almighty.” He threw a withering glare at Furio. “You said you shoved her. You didn’t say you dislocated her goddamned shoulder, you fuckin’ moron. Eva, you need to relax.”

She gasped. “No, please.” Was he was going to try to fix her? Touch her arm? The one that felt as if it were being sawed off? “Can’t you just kill me? Get it over with?”

He ignored her and waved Alesio over. “Hold her steady. Here and here. Tightly,” he stressed, pointing to her waist and good shoulder.

“Please, don’t! Oh my God. Stefano, don’t.” She didn’t care that she was pleading. “Just leave it! It’s—”

She was ignored as Alesio, her supposed friend, did as he was told, holding her tight while Stefano grabbed her wrist and twisted her arm into an odd position.

“Fucking stop it!” she screamed as the pain overwhelmed her.

“Stay with me,” Gabriel’s psychotic brother murmured as he gripped her bicep and slowly shifted it before leisurely bringing her arm back in. She wailed through a sickening pop, and just when she thought she was going under, felt an instantaneous relief in her limb.

“Is it back in?” he asked.

She blinked and tried not to cry. “Y-yes.” She took her first full breath since coming to. “Yes, it is.” His satisfied expression blurred as her eyes filled. “Thank you. That was…God, that’s amazing. Thank you.”

As she blinked the tears back, Alesio walked away and Stefano propped a dislodged pillow behind her.

“How did you know what to do?”

He gave her a droll look. “Most of us know a thing or two about in-the-field patch-ups. That one I’ve had to do twice on myself. It works a little differently, but the end result is the same. Relief. You’ll have to ice that first chance you get.”

“Oh, yeah, sure,” she said before she could stop herself. “I’ll try to remember to ask Saint Peter for an ice pack when I reach the pearly gates.”

His lips curved as he brushed his thumb gently over the aching hot spot on her cheek. She jerked back, his touch foreign, but she failed to show the scope of her disgust when she caught a glimpse of familiarity. She saw Gabriel somewhere in his smile.

“I truly am sorry for this, Eva.” His hand dropped away, and he moved back to his seat.

“Yet, here we are,” she said under her breath, very tempted to ask about this apparent one-eighty she was witnessing. This wasn’t the Stefano Moretti she’d met at Caleb’s. Nor was it the monstrous one she’d created in her head since that meeting.

Testing her renewed ability to move, she inched around and brought her feet to the floor, straightening so she didn’t feel so vulnerable. It sounded really loud when she cleared her dry throat and dipped her toe in the water.

“What did you mean when you said, ‘while we wait’? Wait for what?”

“Gabriel.” His eyebrows rose when she gasped. “What. You didn’t think he’d come after you? Have you met him?” He snorted. “The guy’s a fiend when it comes to those he cares about. Why do you think he’s never taken me out?” He tipped his chin her way. “From the impression I’ve gotten, he’d level an army to get to you.”

As she processed that, her heart celebrating it, her confusion only grew. “You sound like you respect that.”

“I do.”

“Yet, you hate him.”

His gaze shifted to his lap, but not before she saw confusion flash in the depths of his eyes. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

“I don’t know what that’s supposed to mean.”

He looked up and motioned Alesio and Furio to the door.

Furio stood, his irritation at being dismissed apparent on his twisted features. “You fuckin’ serious?”

The expression on Stefano’s face shifted, and Eva saw just how scary he could be when pushed. “I would say so,” he ground out.

Scowling, Furio crossed to where Alesio was holding the door open and stalked out. Alesio followed, looking like he didn’t care either way. Such cold men.

“You’re not in much of a hurry to do this, huh?” she commented, praying he’d somehow found his conscience.

He didn’t respond. Just sat there staring at his lap with his brows down low.

Her nerves didn’t handle the stretch of silence well.

“You sure know how to create tension,” she commented once she couldn’t take it anymore. “Are you going to kill me or what?”

“No.”

“Sexually assault me?”

His lip kicked up again. “No.”

Fucked up sense of humor, but okay. “Let your men have me?” Her voice came out on a squeak.

“No, Eva.”

Thank you, God. “Then maybe you want to tell me why you don’t seem like the boogeyman everyone’s been going on about?”

“Christ.” He looked up at her. “Do you interrogate my brother like this?”

A soul-deep yearning for Gabriel filled her chest. “Sometimes. Though, we haven’t been together long enough for him to know what a real pain in the ass I can be.” Or maybe they had, she thought fondly, remembering him calling her one. “Are you sure there’s no Tylenol around here?”

He shook his head. “Sorry.”

“S’ok.”

She studied him for a moment and came away with a weird take. Despite the fact that he’d come out on top, since she was there, he seemed defeated. At the moment, he looked a decade older than Gabriel when he was only a couple of years.

“I hope you don’t mind me saying so, but—”

“If I told you I do mind, would you stop talking?”

A nervous laugh bubbled from her. “Probably not. I’m worried and scared. That’s makes me chatty.”

“Great,” he muttered.

She gave him another moment, then allowed her nerves out through her mouth. “I was going to say that you look tired.” He gave her a dry look. “I get it. I’m exhausted, too. With all of this. I obviously didn’t grow up around people like you, so this is new to me.” She waved a finger around to encompass her kidnapping.

Sighing deeply, he sat back in his chair. “Your file said it was just you and your mother.”

Her heart squeezed. “Yeah. My father left us when I was a couple of months old. I recently met him for the first time.” And might see him again if she could keep things friendly until Gabriel got there. If he really was on his way. “Like you, he wasn’t at all what I was expecting.”

“No?”

She carefully shook her head, uncaring that he was only half listening to her. “I also learned why he left me and my mom. It wasn’t what I’d thought. At all. I really misjudged the situation completely.”

He shifted, suddenly looking uncomfortable. “I can relate. With me and Gabe, I’ve…fuck.” He frowned then cleared his throat. “I think the position I put my brother in when we were growing up was unfair.”

Eva just stared at him as he looked at her like he was expecting her to know what to say to that. Was this happening? Or were the drugs fucking with her?

“Why did you do it then?”

His shoulder rolled in a shrug. “Maybe he was an easier target than the person I really wanted to hurt?” Another shrug. “I dunno.”

“Who did you want to hurt?”

“Albert Moretti.”

Their father? “Why?”

“He was an asshole.”

“Seems like we both have some daddy issues,” she allowed, thinking how normal he seemed to her just then. “My mom died a couple of months ago, and I just learned she was murdered because of some grudge against my father. Deep down, I know it wasn’t his fault. He didn’t issue the order to kill her. He loved her and retaliated on her behalf, but it’s still hard to separate his involvement from the loss I feel.” She looked up from the dirty table to see him watching her. “You probably understand that. I mean, Gabriel was the one who delivered the explosives that killed your girlfriend, but he was only following orders. Your father was the one pulling the strings.” Please see that and leave the man I love alone. “I know Gabriel would never have left that truck there had he known a woman was in that building.”

Stefano’s face darkened as he got up and started prowling around the room, running his fingers through his hair. “You think I don’t know that? But it doesn’t change the fact that, because Gabe was such a robot, never questioning his orders, he blew to shit my chance to get away from this fucking family.” He swiped out a hand to send a stack of warped Time magazines flying to the floor from their precarious position on a small bookshelf.

He turned on her, his face raw with emotion. “You were supposed to be my revenge for losing Adrianna. My way of making my brother suffer like I did. And it worked. I called him after Furio got you. The way he sounded when he realized he’d lost you…”

He seemed to deflate and came back to fall into his seat. He sat forward, hanging his head so that she couldn’t see his expression anymore. “The agony in his voice. I can’t get it out of my fuckin’ head.”

Agony. Because Gabriel felt responsible? Or because he felt something deeper for her?

“The fucked part? Even though the point of all this pissing around was to hurt him, succeeding didn’t do shit for me.”

He raised his head, and aside from confusion, Eva saw a marked difference in his eyes. Not just that they were brown where Gabriel’s were a beautiful green, but the soullessness she’d noted when first meeting him was gone.

“That’s actually really good to hear.”

“Yeah. His father would be real proud of me admitting I’m a fuckin’ pussy.”

She tipped her head as the pronoun he’d used more than once registered with a tingle across her nape. “Why do you keep saying ‘his’ father?”

His scowl returned. “Because the narcissistic asshole who let me live in his house didn’t sire me.” He sneered through the overenunciated word. “He married my mother when she was already pregnant. Promised her he’d raise me as his own. Asshole let me know good and early the favor he was doing by allowing me to be a part of his family.”

She cupped a hand over her mouth, her heart aching for the child he’d been. “Oh my God, Stefano. I’m so sorry.” Learning the reasons behind someone’s behavior sure went a long way toward understanding it. Who wouldn’t have lashed out when constantly reminded of the fact that they didn’t belong? Not that that justified him ruining Gabriel’s childhood, but still, she was sympathetic. “Did you ever meet your real father?”

“He died when I was little,” he said dismissively. “How’d you find yours?”

“Gabriel actually brought us together.”

Stefano went still, his eyes rising to meet hers. “What? Explain that.”

“Uh, well, my father’s in the same…business?”—she shrugged—“as you guys, and he asked Gabriel to watch over me because he had to leave the country for a while.” Was she supposed to speak so freely about their business? She wasn’t sure, so she left it at that and felt a moment of satisfaction at the wary look that entered Stefano’s eyes.

“Who is your father, Eva?”

She glanced at the door, wondering absently why Furio knew who her father was but Stefano didn’t. “Vasily Tarasov.”


TWENTY-FIVE

Eva’s reveal had Stefano laughing in a loud burst. “Finally! The missing piece of the puzzle.” Respect gleamed in his eyes but was soon replaced by worry. “And I’m so fucking dead.”

“Why didn’t Furio tell you? He knows.”

“Excuse me?”

“He mentioned it at the hotel.”

Stefano pursed his lips and let out a sharp whistle that had Furio and Alesio immediately falling into the room as though they’d been leaning against the door.

As Alesio looked between her and Stefano with an unreadable expression on his face, Furio threw up his hands.

“You haven’t even fucked her yet?” he barked. “What the hell have you been doing?”

Stefano stood. “You know who her father is?”

Furio turned enraged eyes on her. “You stupid, fuckin’ bitch,” he snarled.

Eva barely had time to regret knowing how to speak when Alesio’s shout had her surging to her feet. Gabriel’s cousin flew through the air, aiming for Furio. Eva understood why only when she saw the gun Furio was holding as he ducked to the side to avoid being tackled, at the same time bringing his elbow down so hard on the back of Alesio’s head Eva was sure she heard something crack. The younger man fell like a bag of bones.

Looking to Stefano, sure he’d help his cousin, she was momentarily stunned to see him with his hand on his chest. Blood was seeping through his fingers. “Oh my God!” She rushed forward, but never reached him because her hair was grabbed from behind and she was viciously yanked back. She grunted, landing hard on the dusty sofa cushions with Furio’s face looming over her, his mouth twisted in an evil sneer.

Pressing the gun into the base of her throat, he didn’t even look over as Stefano stumbled back into the wall and slid into a crooked sit. “After all my hard work, all he does when he gets you alone is have another fucking therapy session. You two want the truth? I’ll play.” He straightened, but kept the gun pointed at her. “Where should I start? Oh, I know.” He looked at his boss. “You weren’t the only one dicking Adrianna.” His smile was satisfied. “Yeah, I was in there, too. Sometimes only minutes after you finished with her.”

Stefano tried to say something but only coughed weakly, his skin losing color at an alarming rate as blood dripped off his wrist to land in small crimson splashes on the dusty floor.

“How the fuck did you manage to screw everything up?” Furio said, turning to her. “If you’d have shut your fucking mouth, they’d have killed each other in a matter of minutes, and I would’ve been set!”

Eva looked between him and Stefano, trying to figure out a way to calm Furio down while getting to Gabriel’s brother whose eyes had just slid closed.

“The time was right for the Moretti boys to pay for what they took away from me,” he hissed before clamping his fingers around her throat. “Adrianna was mine. Her old man wanted to merge with the Moretti family, sure, but once that asshole—” He nodded toward Stefano. “—served his purpose, it would have been me and her who ruled. It should have been easy! This should have been easy! But Gabe fucked shit up. Again!”

Fireworks exploded behind Eva’s eyes as she clawed desperately at his hand, trying not to pass out.

He watched her struggle then laughed, baring his teeth and snapping them close to her fading vision. “I should have taken them out when I hit the old man. Then I wouldn’t have had to run the show while toeing the lines that fuckin’ pussy drew in the sand all these years.” He shrugged and shook her. “When I’m fuckin’ you, I want you to call me ‘boss.’”

As darkness began to close in, Furio released her with a rough shove that left her gasping for oxygen.

He placed his gun on the table, the barrel facing her, and went for his belt while rubbing his obvious erection in a grotesque way. “Let’s get in a quick, hard one before Gabe gets here. I’ll give it to you good. Just like I did his other girlfriends. But I won’t kill you like I killed them.” He smiled when her eyes widened. “Yeah,” he drawled. “That was my work. Gabe thought Stefano killed them, Stef thought Gabe did—”

While he basked in his own glory, Eva threw a punch, aiming for his throat. It connected with a satisfying sound, but even as Furio choked and cursed, he proved he was used to fighting by shaking it off and backhanding her already-damaged cheek. Before she could recover from the explosion of stars that filled her head, she felt the weight of his body come down on her, along with a sharp pinch at her collarbone.

“Bitch. You’re gonna pay for that,” he rasped, slicing a blade through the front of her t-shirt.

She welcomed the ear-splitting crash that came from behind her like she’d have welcomed an Uzi and a thousand rounds.
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“Furio! Get the fuck off of her!”

As Gabriel finally burst through the door and into the cabin, leaving the boys to finish up outside, he took in the scene with one sweeping glance.

Gun on the table, within reach.

Stefano, on the floor, unmoving in a pool of his own blood.

Alesio, unconscious with no visible signs of injury.

Eva…

Jesus Chriiist. He tried so hard to remain detached, knowing he had to keep his head in the game, but his efforts stalled when he saw her in Furio’s arms, a knife pressed to her throat. Her face was cut and bleeding, the skin of her slender neck marred by reddened welts.

The focus that descended then came from the soul, landing on the threat to his life—her—with a pin-point precision. Gabriel didn’t say another word as he turned his body just enough so he could palm the blade he’d hidden in his waistband. The power that flowed through his arm as he flung it was direct and swift, arrowing the weapon directly into Furio’s shoulder. Surprise flared on the cunt’s face when his arm jerked back and he lost the grip on his knife, and by that time, Gabriel was right there to see it up close and personal.

As he pushed Eva to safety on the sofa, Gabriel smashed his forehead into Furio’s nose. Next, he yanked the blade out, hoping for a steady blood flow to follow, and cracked his elbow into that shaved temple, causing Furio’s head to snap sideways.

Eva moved and he looked over to see her reaching for the gun. “Don’t touch it,” he barked as her hand closed over the metal. “Don’t!” His roar had her snatching her hand back and the gun fell to the floor as she met his eyes with a look of utter confusion. He would not let her have a man’s death on her conscience.

“Gabriel!” she screamed just before his distraction cost him a solid right to the jaw that had his brain sloshing against his skull.

“You know I’m gonna fuck her, Gabe,” Furio taunted as he bounced back on his heels. “She’s gonna lie in a pool of blood while I bury my cock inside her. Just like your other bitches.”

Rage screamed in his head as Gabriel lunged, slamming a startled Furio into the wall with a thumb embedded in his bleeding shoulder. The howl that came from Stefano’s underboss was the last sound Gabriel allowed him as he wrapped his arm and wrenched so hard on Furio’s neck he was surprised the guy’s head didn’t detach from its base.

Letting go, he dropped his kill to the floor and stepped over the body to get to Eva. But before he could fall at her feet, she shuffled over to kneel next to Stefano.

Clearly having been hovering, Vasily and Alek burst in, the rest of the boys hanging back behind them as Gabriel went down next to Eva—

“Aw, Jesus Christ, baby,” he whispered through an aching throat. Up close, battered, a small slice on her neck that could have been so much worse…Gabriel let out a moan so agonized his boys cursed and shuffled behind him as he drew the cut sides of her shirt together.

“It’s okay,” she said, her voice all crackles. “We have to—”

A hand appeared to stroke her hair, and without thinking, Gabriel bared his teeth in a step-the-fuck-off-or-lose-a-limb snarl.

“Relax, son,” Vasily murmured before switching to speak softly in Russian as he placed his lips on the crown of his daughter’s head. “Yuri, get over here.”

Dr. Yuri Davidenko, Vasily’s pet, er, private physician, came forward. Gabriel hadn’t seen the MD in a while, but he was still the same handsome sonofabitch he’d known before leaving New York. Totally at ease in his role—the letters after his name were a mile long—he knelt between them, placing a black medic bag on the floor.

Pushing all hands away and blinking as if she were having a hard time focusing, Eva reached out to the man lying so still on the floor. “We have to help him.”

Gabriel tried to pull her away. “Eva, we need to see to you fir—”

“No! Not until—” Her words choked off and she shook her head, bringing her fingers to her temples almost immediately. She raised cloudy eyes to him, imploring, “Please, Gabriel. Help your brother.” When he didn’t react fast enough, she grew more agitated. “Now!” She looked at Vasily and then Yuri. “Help him!” she suddenly shouted with authority, sounding every bit her father’s daughter.

Nodding around a surprised look, Yuri got his ass in gear. “Pulse is weak,” he murmured after doing an ABCs check.

“Do something,” Eva moaned behind the trembling hand she cupped over her mouth. “Oh my God, please. Save him! Hurry!”

“Sweetheart, you have to calm down.”

“He didn’t kill those women, Gabriel! You heard him! Furio did! Your brother wasn’t going to hurt me. He wasn’t! He’s not what you think.” She started to cry. “You’ll understand when you hear the truth. I promise! You don’t understand what happened—Hey!”

Maks pushed the plunger on the syringe he’d inserted into Eva’s vein without her noticing, and for once Gabriel was glad for the guy’s initiative. The needle was removed just as she swatted at it.

“Stop it! You don’t know what…you don’t know…” She tried to continue even as she lost steam. “There’s more to the story… He was just a child… Not evil… I want him… Gabriel…”

“Uh, what was that last part?” Maks murmured with a touch of misplaced humor as Gabriel reeled.

She wanted Stefano? What the fuck?

Her hand lost its grip on his shirt as the meds did their thing. “What’s wrong with me?”

“Relax, baby,” he said tightly as he put himself in position to take her weight when she went limp. “Just relax.”

“But Stefn’o…” she slurred. “Not…yur’…br’thr…”

Her head lolled before she could say anymore.

Not sure what the fuck was going on, and not willing to leave her on the filthy floor while he found out, Gabriel took her into his arms and brought her back to the not-much-better couch.

“She is only partly right. You are half-brothers.”

He looked over to where Lucian was standing near Stefano’s feet. The Romanian’s brow was down low, his expression grim.

Gabriel straightened. “Care to explain that?”

“Your mother was pregnant when she married your father. Stefano was not even four years old when Albert Moretti shared with a friend that he regretted the promise he had made to his wife to raise her bastard as his own. Once you came along, Stefano’s life went from bad to worse. Apparently, he was often reminded that he did not belong.”

Gabriel’s gaze landed on the man lying in the dirt, fighting for his life.

Or was he fighting?

Nearing his limit, he watched Micha take over from Yuri, starting an IV on a man warping into a rejected child in Gabriel’s mind.

Vasily scrubbed his face in exhaustion. “That explains a lot.”

“Why have you never told me this?” Gabriel asked Lucian while Yuri began treating Eva.

“If I revealed even a portion of what I know, I would have more enemies than Satan himself.” His careless shrug said that would be but a mild inconvenience. He scanned the room and met every eye in the place. “Many of you would agree that some stories do not need to be told.” He came back to Gabriel. “Would it have changed anything if you had known before now?”

He thought about that for a second. “Fuck. I don’t know,” he answered honestly, wishing he could say it would have. But who knew?

“One cannot always force a conclusion to a situation when they tire of it. Believe me,” he tagged on as he turned away.

 “I wish we were at the clinic, or even on the jet,” Yuri muttered. His accent was thicker than Vasily’s, but his English was perfect.

The tattoos on his hand stood out as Vasily brushed the hair from Eva’s forehead. “Do what you can until we get her home.”

As Yuri lifted one of her lids and shined a penlight in her eye, Gabriel questioned that. “Home?”

Vasily’s focus didn’t waver from the patient. “We’re keeping with the plan and taking her straight to the airport from here. ‘Home’ refers to my home in Old Westbury. Not yours.” He held his hand up as though he could see Gabriel opening his mouth to protest. “One word and I take her to Moscow instead. She can convalesce in the lakefront dacha that used to belong to my mother.”

Snapping his jaws shut because he probably now looked like a fish out of water, Gabriel considered the repercussions of staking his claim right then and there.

When a full minute passed and he was still weighing his options, Vasily brought his head around and their eyes locked.

“Thank you,” the Pakhan murmured so that the conversation was theirs alone. “I’ve been wondering if you’d forgotten what respect was.”

Woah. Unexpected—deserved—jab to the solar plexus. “I’m so fuckin’ sorry, Vasily.” The words came out in a heartfelt, shamed rush. “I fucked up large with the timing here, but you need to know that I love her, and I’d be grateful for your permission to marry her. If she’ll have me,” he allowed at the last minute, wondering if claiming his place in the family would be a deal breaker.

Letting his head fall back, Vasily groaned. “And there goes the time I was looking forward to having with her.” He sighed, and then his expression eased as he brought his head to rights. “I can’t blame you. You know, I’m beginning to think I subconsciously wanted this to happen,” he murmured almost as if to himself. “I’ll have to give her away eventually. It might as well be to someone I already love and respect like a son.”

Gabriel did his best to front like his emotions hadn’t just blown sky high. “Are you…” He cleared his throat of the break that made him sound like he was going through puberty. “Are you giving us your blessing?”

Vasily reached out and cupped the side of his head to give him a gentle shake. “According to Caleb, she loves you. The last thing I’m going to do to her is what I did to Kathryn.” Regret resonated in his voice. “I won’t break my daughter’s heart. And I have no intention of leaving her to struggle without the man she’s chosen as her own. So, yes, you have my blessing. Marry my daughter, Gabriel. Protect her and cherish her in a way I should have done with her mother.”

As much as Gabriel wanted to celebrate the gift, he took that moment to mourn because he’d just received another rare glimpse into Vasily’s past.

 

† † †

 

Vincente sank down in the passenger seat of the Hummer, his body pretty much shutting down on him after the adrenaline that had been fueling him during the past couple of hours drained away.

Holy hell. What a night. He allowed his eyes to slide closed. Though, cleaning house had certainly helped him work off some serious tension. A tension he wasn’t used to feeling.

Forcing his thoughts away from autumn colors and back to the dump of a cabin, he had to admit it had been a damn impressive sweep.

Maksim Fucking Kirov was an animal. Thank the good Lord above he was theirs.

And Vasily? Holy shit. No wonder he was still chief.

Even icy calm Alek had performed a perfect dark ballet of death back there.

Aron and Micha? Chriiist. The Russians were vicious, man.

Lucian Fane and his boy, Sorin? Seriously. Deadly. Absolutely deadly.

Jak? No fucking wonder G had their boy in his personal guard. He was morbidly lethal.

And, finally, Quan Mao. Freaking savage. Cold. And. Savage. The boy was in.

V sighed long and loud. He’d held his own by taking out the two kibitzing assholes hanging out in the back of the property. Shit. If they’d been overlooked, it would’ve been one nasty surprise considering the pricks had been carrying semis.

A mental replay of G getting a go at Furio, which they’d caught through the grimy front window of the cabin after the action had died down, had pride warming Vincente’s chest. Their boy could easily rule in the octagon if he wanted to go that route. Easily. Guy was wicked good.

Sobering, he pictured Eva. Face bruised, clothes sliced. Fuck. There was nothing in this world that flipped his kill switch faster than signs of abuse against the weaker sex. Thank God they’d gotten to this one in time.

He slumped even deeper into the leather and sent up a short prayer for the man laid out and still unconscious in the back of the truck. Lucian’s blip of history had certainly cleared a few things up. Stefano had had it rough as a kid.

But, then, so had most of them. Especially Maks. Christ, that guy’s past was all sorts of fucked-up. But look at him. He didn’t go around making everyone’s life miserable.

Only his, Gabriel’s, and Alek’s, because they had to live with the pain in the ass.

He cracked his lids open to watch the trees whiz by in the beam of the headlights. The coming months would be an interesting time. A busy time. Possibly a deadly time.

The intended boss had stepped up.

Gabriel would be taking his place at the head of his family. Finally. And Vincente would be at his right hand to do whatever he could to make the transition an easy one.

But not everyone would be happy with the new world order. Some would rebel. And he’d be there for that, too. Hopefully to convince the assholes to fall in, but if not, he’d put them down. Especially those who thought to continue with the underbelly business that he and Gabriel had always secretly weeded out without Stefano’s knowledge. No more need for secrecy. The zero-tolerance would be out in the open now. He knew without having to be told they’d start trimming the minute G opened the books.

He couldn’t. Fucking. Wait.


TWENTY-SEVEN

On some level, Eva was aware she was moving. A lot. She was also aware of Gabriel’s presence at her side through it all.

He’d come for her. He’d saved her from Furio. Him and her father.

As her mind lazed in a comfortable place that wasn’t quite sleep, she saw her past. Loneliness. All that effort expended striving for perfection. The life-altering change that came with her mom’s death. The slowly growing what-if-I-lose-them-too that now lived in the back of her mind regarding Nika and Caleb.

Then she saw what her future could be. Gabriel. Her father. Their family, consisting of an army of men who stood shoulder-to-shoulder at their backs. Protective. Loving. Loyal.

She could be a part of that. Regarding her father, at least. Gabriel? She wasn’t so sure. The trouble she’d caused him, with her father, his brother. Serious issues. Not simple stuff like butting heads with a boyfriend’s sister but putting him in the position of disrespecting a mob boss. Not to mention possibly ‘taking out’ his own brother to save her ass because she’d naïvely believed Furio’s lies. What if he’d killed Stefano?

She woke with a start and didn’t move for a bit as she once again had to get her bearings because she was in an unfamiliar place. The hum surrounding the small bedroom she was in was unmistakable. She was on an airplane. A luxurious one, she saw as she gingerly pushed herself into a sit to find she was alone.

Gabriel had to be nearby.

Right?

Panic had her ignoring the aches and pulsing wounds on her body as she climbed from the bed, absently noticing she wore a light blue hospital gown that was as soft as her own pajamas. She opened the only door in the small room.

She didn’t have a chance to take one relieved step.

Gabriel was traveling the narrow corridor, approaching her like a tank on a mission. His face was all darkness, his mouth a tight slash, his chest puffed with indignation.

“What the fuck are you doing?” he growled when he reached her. Without missing a beat, he lifted her into his arms, kicked the door shut, and brought her back to the bed.

Sinking into the pillows, Eva didn’t take offense to his gruff caveman routine, she just stared at her protector as he sat on his leg next to her while her heart expanded with a love too vast for her to deny. Not that she would. Never again.

“How are you feeling?”

“Sore.” She touched an angry-looking bruise on his jaw. “I’m so glad you weren’t badly hurt.”

He waved the concern away and loosely held her chin as he kissed her. He was tender and careful, but slow. Deliberate. “Don’t you ever do anything like that again. Swear to me.” He pulled back to look at her. “Swear it.”

“I swear.”

“You’ll never fuck off without coming to me first. Jesus Christ, woman.” He put their foreheads together. “I think I aged a decade in the last twelve hours.”

Her heart melted. “I’m sorry. Furio called and told me he had an explosive device in the suite. He knew who was there. He knew I was with Caleb and Nika— Oh my God. Are they okay?”

“Worried about you, but otherwise fine.”

She let out a breath. “And everyone else?” 

“No one was hurt.”

“Your brother.” Stefano had been shot. “How is he?”

“He’s okay.” He looked at his watch. “Came out of surgery an hour ago. Your father’s private physician stayed behind. Apparently, Yuri’s connected at Virginia Mason where they took Stefano. When he can be moved, Yuri will bring him home.”

Thank God. “Home.” She glanced around. “Whose plane is this? Are we going to New York?” Whose home?

“Yeah. Vasily didn’t think there was any reason to remain in Seattle. We’re heading to his place on Long Island.”

She searched his features. He was taking her to her father’s house? Not his? “Oh. Okay. That’s, uh, good. I’ll be able to get to know him…” She bit her lip as nerves attacked her belly. “That didn’t seem so scary when I thought you’d be with me.” She tried to laugh that off but failed.

Gabriel feathered his fingertips down her throat. “Don’t be scared. He’s a goddamn saint. You have no reason to fear him.”

“Does that mean he’s not mad at you? For this?” She waved her finger between them.

A pained expression flitted across his face as he looked into her eyes. “Tell me about this.” He mimicked her gesture.

She swallowed, her mouth drying. “What. You mean, now?”

“Sure. We have some time.”

He stretched out beside her and rested his arm across her middle, pinning her down with its weight. She stroked her fingers over the corded muscles in his forearm, feeling anchored and secure.

“Would it help if I told you Caleb shared what you said in the elevator?”

Shit. Her face flushed hot. Okay. They were really doing this.

She cleared her throat and grew a pair. “No need. I already know he has a big mouth.” She plucked at his watch. “So, what. You want me to lie here while I’m injured and tell you that your unexpected presence in my life has changed everything? You want to hear that in the short time I’ve known you, you’ve become my world?” She pressed into him, holding tighter when he went to move. “How can I tell you that that without being terrified it’s too much for you? What if you don’t feel the same? What if you were on your way back here to fire me? What if—”

He forcibly extracted himself and rolled his big body over to trap her beneath him, holding his weight on his elbows. “Say it.”

She blinked up at him, adoring the smoky demand in his green eyes. “Your life scares me. Your wealth freaks me out. Your friends are intimidating. The way I need you is absolutely terrifying. But…I love you, so I’d deal. With all of it. If you want me to.”

 

† † †

 

Gabriel stared into his future wife’s sapphire eyes and waited for his heart to start up again. 

She shifted, looking uncertain. “You know, if a relationship with me isn’t what you want, considering the trouble I’ve caused you, you can just tell me. I won’t have a breakdown.”

The weak trace of snark she’d injected into her tone even in the shape she was in had his lip pulling up at the corner.

Aaand that was when he remembered his vow to Vasily.

His joy and humor fucked off faster than Maks when faced with a serious conversation. “I claimed my place, sweetheart.”

A wrinkle hit her brow. “What?”

“When we get back to New York, I’ll be stepping in to rule the family.”

Her eyes went round and it was a minute before she spoke. “What does that mean?”

“It means you have a choice to make.” He pushed off her and stood. When she sat up and he saw he had her full attention, he slowly took a knee. “I don’t have a ring yet, but that isn’t going to stop me from asking you to be my queen. I will rule our family in much the same way your father runs the bratva, which means the risks to you and our children will be low. But they will exist. Especially in the beginning.” He had to be honest. She had to know what a future with him would look like. “Reorganizing will take a couple of years. During that time, I’m going to piss some greedy people off and they’re gonna make a fuss.” He grimaced and stopped pussyfooting around. “I’ll have to bury some of them to prove myself. But I swear to you right now, I have never, and will never, take a life if there is another option. But you have to know with full certainty that I will kill anyone I feel is a threat to one of my own. And I won’t apologize for it.”

He reached out to take her hand from where it was limply resting in her lap. Her eyes were shadowed and achingly vulnerable.

“Can you live with that? With who I am? Am I worth the risk?” Please, love me enough to say yes, he begged silently, his life on the line.

She took a deep breath. “Yes. Yes. And, God, yes.”

Holy shit. He buried his face in her neck, thanking God repeatedly for blessing him despite the man he was. “I’m so goddamn in love you,” he whispered against her skin. “Please say you’ll marry me.” When she stiffened, her nails sinking into his biceps, he drew back.

“But, my father—”

“Gave us his blessing.”

“What? He did?”

“Yeah, baby. He did.”

“Okay, then, your friends—”

“Are aware I’m in love with you.”

Tears turned her eyes into glistening pools that overflowed when she smiled. “It isn’t polite to cut someone off when they’re trying to talk.”

He growled. “Your answer, Eva.”

She brushed her nose across his. “Yes, boss.” Her low tone was partly playful but fully sexy as shit. “Yes, I’ll marry you.”

Goddamn. As gently as he could, Gabriel gathered his smartass charge-employee-fiancé into his arms and took her down into the pillows, their mouths together, their bodies meeting.

It was a while before he let her speak again.

“I can’t believe you asked my father for his blessing.”

He shrugged as he adjusted their position so that he wasn’t causing her discomfort. “I had to, considering I have no desire to live without you.”

Her smile was brilliant as she came up on her elbow. “I had no idea you could be so romantic,” she cooed.

He snorted and slid his fingers into her hair so he could tuck her head back under his chin. He wasn’t hiding though. Not at all. “Funny how it took meeting you to unearth the starry-eyed shit. Let’s hope it crawls back into its hole before Maks overhears it. Bastard’ll never let me live it down.”

“And there it goes.” Her soft laugh was interrupted by an announcement from the pilot telling them they were nearing La Guardia. “At least I know you’re capable.”

As Gabriel covered her hand where it rested over his heart, he considered that word.

Capable.

He smiled a little. She had no fucking idea.


VENGEANCE UNLEASHED PLAYLIST

Hurt – Christina Aguilera

Broken Crown – Mumford and Sons

At Last – Etta James

Young & Free – Dermot Kennedy

Dark Side – Sebell

Beside You – Marianas Trench

Work Song – Hozier

Watch Me – The Phantoms

I’m Gonna Do My Thing – Royal Deluxe

Unsteady – X Ambassadors

The Power of Love – Gabrielle Aplin

Born For This – Royal Deluxe


WANTED MEN GLOSSARY

Characters, Places, and Terms

 

(D) deceased

Abel Berkman – Moretti family soldier, Jerod Berkman’s twin brother

Adrianna (D) – Stefano’s girlfriend

Albert Moretti (D) – former Don of the Moretti family, Gabriel and Stefano’s father

Alekzander (Alek) Tarasov – Vasily’s nephew, Eva’s cousin

Alesio Moretti – Gabriel and Stefano’s cousin

Aron – Tarasov Bratva, Vasily’s private guard

Avtoritet (Russian) – captain in charge of a crew in a Russian bratva, similar to a caporegime in an Italian/American mafia family

Baikov Bratva – main rivals of the Tarasov’s

Bobby T – Moretti family soldier

Bratva (Russian) – brotherhood, Russian crime syndicate

Caleb Paynne – vice-president of the ODMC, Nika’s brother, Eva’s best friend

Caporegime (Capo) (Italian) – captain in charge of a crew in an Italian/American mafia family, major social status in the family

Crown Jewel (The) – Gabriel and Alek’s luxury hotel in Seattle

Dmitri Zolin – Tarasov Bratva, Vasily Tarasov’s personal guard

Evangeline (Eva) Jacobs – Vasily and Kathryn’s daughter

Evgeny Tarasov (D) – Vasily’s older brother, Alek’s father

Furio Abella – Moretti family underboss

Gabriel Moretti – current boss of the Moretti crime family, Stefano’s brother

Ian Preston – a NYC private investigator

Ivan Tarasov (D) – Vasily’s father, former Pakhan of the Tarasov Bratva

Jakson (Jak) Trisko – Moretti family, Gabriel’s personal guard

Jerod Berkman – Moretti family soldier, Abel’s twin brother

Kathryn Jacobs (D) – Vasily’s love, Eva’s mother

Kevin Nollan – Nika’s husband

Lucian Fane – leader of the Fane organization, Markus’s brother

Maksim (Maks) Kirov – Tarasov Bratva, Vasily’s Avtoritet

Markus Fane – executive VP at TarMor Inc., Lucian’s younger brother

Micha Zaretsky – Tarasov Bratva, Maks’s right hand, assassin

Nika Paynne – Caleb’s sister, Eva’s best friend

Nick Delvecio – Moretti family, Vasily’s employee, Eva’s neighbor

ODMC – Obsidian Devils Motorcycle Club

Quan Mao – Moretti family, Gabriel’s personal guard

Stefano Moretti – current boss of the Moretti crime family, Gabriel’s brother

TarMor Inc. – Gabriel and Alek’s project management firm

Underboss – second in command to the boss of an Italian/American mafia family

Vasily Tarasov – Pakhan of the Tarasov Bratva, Eva’s father, Alek’s uncle

Vex – ODMC President, surname Mason—but only if the authorities are asking

Vincente (the Reaper) Romani – Moretti family, Capo

Dr. Yuri Davidenko, MD, PhD, Trauma – Tarasov Bratva, physician, surgeon, Vasily’s private MD
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