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        FINAL TARGET

        (Triskelion Team, Book 1)

      

      

      
        
        An explosive romantic thriller set in the Dublin criminal underworld.

      

      

      
        
        His last hit turns out to be his first love…

      

      

      
        
        As a final job for his gangster uncle, Lar Delaney agrees to eliminate one last target. Through the crosshairs of his sniper rifle, he realizes that his target is a former girlfriend—a woman who supposedly died five years previously.

      

        

      
        Moira Collins is an intelligence agent whose cover has been shot to smithereens. When she finds herself on the wrong side of an assassin’s rifle, she’s appalled to recognize the only mark she ever let herself fall in love with.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        St. Patrick’s Church, Kilpatrick, Dublin

      

      

      Of all the sights Lar Delaney expected to see when he wrenched open the door to the confessional booth, a man jacking off wasn’t among them.

      “Jaysus,” he said, taking a step back, momentarily off his guard.

      Spoons Maginty’s weasel face turned chalky white. His beady eyes dropped to his crotch, then widened when he registered the gun pointed at his chest. “Ah now, Delaney,” he said, struggling with the zipper of his stained trousers. “Surely you’re not going to shoot a man for having a wank?”

      Lar swore beneath his breath and flexed his shoulders. The sooner he got out of the enforcing business, the better. No amount of money was worth having to deal with wankers like Spoons. He grabbed his prey by the arm and hauled him out of the confessional. The familiar church smells of incense and dry rot warred with the small man’s body odor. Spoons licked his thin lips and attempted to wriggle out of his captor’s grasp.

      Lar held tight and leaned in close. “You owe Big Mike Reynolds five grand.”

      “I told you I’d pay him next week,” the man whined in a squeaky voice that reminded Lar of his little sister’s hamster.

      “No. You said you’d take care of it by yesterday evening. Big Mike is not impressed.”

      Spoons bounced on the balls of his feet. “What am I supposed to do? I don’t have five grand. Now that the missus has thrown me out and changed the locks, I can’t even rob my own house.”

      “You know the score. You knew it when you asked Big Mike for a loan. Either you pay up or you pay in another way.”

      Spoons wiped his runny nose with the back of his free hand. “I’ve got a job tomorrow night. Me and my mate Batesy are planning to break in to that new jeweler’s on Harcourt Street. You know Batesy, right?”

      Yeah, Lar knew Batesy. He was a brawny man with a short fuse, ready fists, and the smarts of an amoeba. “If you two get nicked, Big Mike will never get his money back.”

      “If I don’t do this job, I’ll never scrape enough dough together to pay him. Besides, the security system is shite. They’re practically begging to be robbed.”

      Lar considered this proposition for a moment, weighing the odds of Spoons getting arrested against the chance of reimbursing Big Mike in full and getting to keep a slice of the loot for himself. He’d opened his mouth to ask for more details when the church door creaked open.

      Both men whirled around. An elderly woman came in, genuflected, and shuffled toward the devotional candles.

      Shite.

      Lar shoved Spoons into the confessional and crammed in after him. The wooden booth was narrower than he remembered from his last visit to a church, and the space barely accommodated his long legs. Spoons squirmed, trying to move away from the loaded weapon pressed against his ribs.

      “If I negotiate with Big Mike on your behalf, I want a twenty percent cut of the takings.”

      “That’s daylight robbery,” Spoons said, oblivious to the irony of his words.

      “Take it or leave it.” Lar squeezed one of Spoons’s bony knees and leaned close to the small man’s ear. “It’s been a while since I kneecapped a man.”

      Sweat beaded on Spoons’s upper lip. “Fine. I’ll give you twenty percent.”

      “Plus whatever you’ve got in your wallet.”

      Spoons’s face fell. “Ah, come on now. A man has to eat.”

      “If you expect him to wait until after the robbery, Big Mike will want a deposit.”

      Muttering, Spoons reached into the pocket of his soiled trousers and extracted a battered wallet. Five crisp hundred-euro notes emerged from its grubby interior.

      Lar whistled. “Robbed an ATM?”

      “Got lucky on the horses.”

      Yeah, right. Pickpocketed some poor unsuspecting eejit is more like it. Lar pocketed the money and the pistol and reached for the door handle. “I’ll be in touch once I’ve had a word with Big Mike.”

      Free from captivity, Spoons shot out of the confessional and made a dash for the exit.

      Ambling down the nave of the church, Lar pulled his phone from the pocket of his leather jacket and scrolled through his contacts until he found Big Mike’s number. He wasn’t fond of the man, but Big Mike was influential in the Dublin underworld and could prove useful to Lar in the future. Plus the extra cash would help fund his new venture.

      “If your mother were alive,” said a raspy voice behind him, “she’d box your ears for entering a church with a loaded weapon.”

      Lar spun around and found himself face-to-face with a priest. His face split into a grin. “Hey, Uncle Malachy.”

      “Don’t ‘Hey’ me, lad.” The grooves on his favorite uncle’s weather-beaten face deepened. “What were you doing with that rat Spoons Maginty?”

      Lar gave a low laugh. “You should be more concerned about what Spoons was doing in one of your confessionals when I found him.”

      “Not masturbating again?” The glint in Malachy’s pale blue eyes blunted his exasperated tone.

      “Yeah. It wasn’t a pretty sight.”

      Malachy glanced across the nave. Apart from the old woman lighting devotional candles, the church was deserted. He dropped his forty-a-day smoker’s voice to a whisper. “I need a word with you, Lar. In private.”

      The hairs on the nape of Lar’s neck stood to attention. If Malachy needed “a word,” it had to be about Uncle Frank. Any news related to Uncle Frank wouldn’t be good.

      “Unless you’re afraid of being struck by lightning for hanging around a church too long, can we head to the sacristy?” Malachy nodded toward the back of the church, where his office-come-changing room was located.

      “Not going to persuade me to take confession?”

      The corners of the priest’s mouth twitched. “I’m due to say mass in twenty minutes. We’d need at least a day to wade through all your sins.”

      Laughing, Lar followed his uncle to the back of St. Patrick’s Church and into the small room off the altar area. The polished mahogany and faded crimson upholstery of the sacristy was exactly as he recalled from his childhood. A bittersweet smile tugged at one corner of his mouth. The last time he’d been in here, his mother had been alive.

      The creak of the wooden door shutting behind him yanked Lar back to the present.

      Malachy winced when he sat down in his desk chair. “Rheumatism,” he added, correctly interpreting Lar’s raised eyebrow. “Take a seat.”

      Lar took the chair on the other side of his uncle’s cluttered desk. “Why do you need to speak to me in private?” he asked, although he already knew the answer.

      A shadow flickered over Malachy’s lined face. “Francis is looking for you. The cat got out of the proverbial bag while you were in Berlin.”

      Malachy was the only person who called Francis Delaney by his given name. The rest of the family knew him as Frank. And the media, which loved to give notorious criminals a headline-grabbing moniker, referred to him as Mad Dog Delaney. The name fit.

      Lar cracked his knuckles against the arms of his chair. “He knows about my plans, then?”

      “Yeah. He’s not impressed. You’ve unduly influenced Shane, apparently.” Malachy snorted. “As if the lad isn’t well capable of thinking for himself. Frank has always underestimated him. And you, for that matter.”

      Lar swore beneath his breath. He’d known Frank wouldn’t let him and his cousin Shane waltz away from the family “business” to set up shop on their own without a protest, but he’d hoped to keep relations between the sides amicable. Why the hell hadn’t Shane spoken to his father like he’d said he would? “I’ll go by Valentine’s later and talk to him.”

      “That would be wise. Better you go to him than he tracks you down.” Malachy’s lips twisted into a grimace. “If you wanted out, you should have stayed in America.”

      A wave of grief hit him in the solar plexus, eliciting memories of his brother’s cheeky grin and Moira’s sweet smile. Despite his long list of former girlfriends, Moira was the only woman who’d succeeded in capturing his heart. They’d had four blissful months together before her death had left him an emotional wreck.

      “I was supposed to work behind the bar that night,” he said in a thick voice. “Tony asked me to swap shifts with him so he could go on a date the following evening. I should have been there instead of him.”

      “You can’t change the past, Lar,” the priest said gently. “Tony and your girlfriend were in the wrong place at the wrong time. If you’d worked at the club that night, you’d have been killed instead of Tony, but Moira would still have died.”

      Lar stared, unseeing, at the stained glass window behind his uncle’s desk. “I couldn’t stay in America. Not after what happened. Besides, my daughter lives in Ireland, and I want to be a part of her life.”

      “I understand your reasons for coming home, but as far as Francis is concerned, any family member living in Ireland works for him. By moving back to Kilpatrick, you indicated you were good with that arrangement.”

      A burning rage seared through him. “Fuck Frank. I’ve done my time. Literally. I owe him nothing. I grew up in Kilpatrick and I’ve as much a right to live here as he does.”

      “Francis thinks you taking the fall for the botched bank robbery was your duty.”

      “I served five years for a crime I didn’t commit,” Lar growled. “If anyone is owed anything, I am.”

      Five long and lonely years…and his sentence would have been longer had he not made a deal with the state. A deal no one in his family—not even Malachy—could ever know about.

      “Even if Francis treated you badly, you can’t walk away with no consequences. That’s not how this works. If you want out, you’ll have to negotiate terms.”

      Lar clenched his fists, felt his blunt nails press into his palms. He’d never asked to be Uncle Frank’s errand boy, let alone his fall guy, and he sure as hell wasn’t letting the man control his future. “What are you suggesting? That I should stay in his employ for the rest of my life?”

      Malachy leaned closer. The smell of a recently smoked cigarette and expensive cologne wafted over the expanse of the desk. “You have the gift of the gab. Use it to your advantage. Negotiate with Francis. Convince him you’re worth more to him out than in.”

      Lar let loose a string of expletives.

      Malachy chuckled. “That wasn’t what I meant by ‘gift of the gab.’”

      His nephew glared at him. “Fine. I’ll negotiate with Frank. But if that fucker tries to screw me over again, you’ll be giving him the last rites.”

      Malachy appeared unruffled by this threat of violence against his older brother. “Sounds like a plan. Just make sure your new business venture doesn’t have me giving you the last rites.”

      “I can look after myself. Besides, working off-the-books assignments for government agencies is safer than most of the jobs Frank tosses my way.”

      The grooves on his uncle’s forehead deepened. “When I spoke to Shane, he indicated you’d be offering your services to more than just government agencies.”

      “If the price is right and we approve of the job, we’re not too fussy who we work for. I’ve always had a code of honor. I don’t give a crap if it’s not one recognized by a court of law.” Lar pulled the key to his motorbike out of his jacket pocket and got to his feet, narrowly avoiding bashing his head on the low, sloping ceiling of the sacristy. “I need to make tracks.”

      Malachy’s expression turned grave. “You do that. And Lar?”

      “Yeah?” He paused in the doorway of the sacristy and glanced over his shoulder and into his uncle’s pale, troubled eyes.

      “Watch your back.”
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        Two Weeks Earlier, London

      

      

      The psychiatrist peered at Moira over her half-moon spectacles. “You took a voluntary leave of absence from the agency. Why do you want to go back into the field so soon?”

      Moira schooled her features into an impassive mask and willed her fingers not to clench into fists. The agency had trained her well. “I was exhausted when I asked for a break. I’ve had time to rest and reconsider my position.”

      “You were suffering from burnout,” Dr. Johnson said in the faux understanding tone that made Moira want to slap her. “I can’t sign off on your return to work unless I’m certain you’re up to the strains of the job. And I’m not.”

      “I’m very good at what I do.” Moira kept her voice calm and modulated, careful not to betray her rising impatience. “No one at the agency has ever had reason to question my abilities.”

      “I’m well aware of your abilities, Ms. Collins,” the psychiatrist said dryly, flicking through Moira’s file. “You were a veritable wunderkind.”

      Did she detect a hint of sarcasm in the good doctor’s voice? Dr. Johnson liked feeling superior to her patients, and Moira’s stellar exam results and high IQ put the other woman at a disadvantage. “If my abilities aren’t in question, what’s the issue with allowing me to return to the field?” She gave the doctor a small smile. “I was worn out after my last undercover operation, but I’m feeling much better now. Amazing what a rest can do.”

      “Exhausted” was a gross understatement. Traumatized would be a more accurate description, but accuracy wouldn’t get her assigned to the case she craved more than life itself.

      “You’re very good at disguising your emotions,” the doctor said, “but I’m not as stupid as you seem to believe. You never gave me the full story of what happened during your last undercover operation.”

      Moira’s pulse quickened. “That information is classified.”

      Dr. Johnson’s fingers tensed around the pen she was holding and her eyes narrowed. “Even so, you could be more forthcoming about the emotional impact it’s had on you.”

      Moira folded her hands neatly on her lap and cocked her head to one side. “What would you like to know? I’ve already told you I felt drained when I got back from Syria. I had nightmares and anxiety attacks. I voluntarily took a break.”

      “You quit your job. I don’t blame you. Any horrors I experience from undercover operations are vicarious. I can’t imagine being obliged to live a lie 24/7, to be expected to revert back to my normal personality the moment a job ended, and to be plunged into a new identity a few months later.”

      “I didn’t quit. I asked for some unpaid leave. I’ve never had a problem separating legends from my real self.”

      “Indeed.” The doctor repositioned her spectacles, which had slid down her surgically straightened nose. “Your ability to segue from a legend to your real self is uncanny.”

      “You sound as though you think that’s a bad thing,” Moira said with a tight smile. “My superiors find it rather useful.”

      “Of course they do. It gets you back into the field quicker. And as you’ve said, you’re very good at your job.” Dr. Johnson leaned forward. “Here’s the thing, Ms. Collins. You’re too good at slipping in and out of personalities. It makes me question if you know who you really are.”

      Moira stifled a laugh. Oh, she knew who she really was, all right. And it wasn’t the poised super agent sitting in this overstuffed armchair.

      The doctor tapped a manicured fingernail on a slim blue folder. “Your file makes for interesting reading, even though much of your background information is classified.”

      Interesting reading…screw you. Moira cast the file a mental glare. She knew its contents by heart. The official agency file provided a sanitized version of her life, conveniently ignoring most of the first decade. Born in Northern Ireland in 1985. Moved to Oxford to live with an aunt and uncle at the age of eight, from which point she was known as Moira Jennifer Collins. Stellar A-level results. Graduated from Magdalene College, Oxford, with a first-class honors degree in Archaeology. Recruited into MI6 the summer before she began studying for her Master’s. Blah, blah, blah. A lot of lines devoted to providing fuck-all info, a fact that clearly infuriated dear Dr. Johnson.

      “Although you’ve spent most of the last ten years working undercover,” the doctor continued in her clipped tone, “only one of your jobs involved Ireland.”

      Strictly speaking, this wasn’t true. The Boston assignment had involved the Irish-American underworld. An assignment that had ended in Moira’s inglorious last-minute extraction. She fought the urge to squirm.

      The psychiatrist removed her glasses and shook her head. Her blond bob didn’t move. “Your specialty is the trade of secrets. Why are you so keen to investigate this Frank Delaney person? Does it have to do with your childhood in Northern Ireland?”

      “Why would it?”

      “Because Delaney is from Belfast and has ties with a paramilitary group that’s an offshoot of the Real IRA.”

      “Frank Delaney lives in Dublin,” Moira said smoothly. “Last time I checked, Dublin isn’t part of Northern Ireland. As you said yourself, my childhood is classified. It’s not up to you to speculate on a connection between Frank Delaney and my early life. I’ll let you in on a little secret—there isn’t one.” This, at least, was true, but Dr. Johnson was eerily close to the mark.

      “I’m not allowed to access your full file, true. However, I am allowed to make a judgment call on whether you’re fit to return to field work and, more specifically, whether you’re ready for this assignment.”

      “I’m perfect for the assignment. My Irish accent is flawless. The Boston job I was on a few years ago had me working closely with associates of Frank Delaney—” very closely with one particular “associate,” “—but none of them are currently in Ireland. With different hair and makeup, I can easily create a new legend.”

      Easily, yes, but not without emotional consequences. Creating and living a new identity was draining, and she was already fragile after the Syrian job. And as for none of the Boston crowd currently being in Ireland, her intel on Lar Delaney’s whereabouts was sketchy. At the thought of encountering Lar again, a frisson of desire-tinged fear snaked down her spine. Leaving him behind in Boston had smashed her heart into a million pieces. Were she to encounter him again, she couldn’t guarantee she’d be able to feign indifference.

      Moira took a deep breath and quashed her misgivings. She needed to keep calm and focus. She gazed across the doctor’s cozy living-room-style office to the comfortable armchair in which her adversary was seated. One minute passed, and then another. The seconds stretched, taut as an elastic band pulled to its capacity and ready to snap.

      The doctor was the first to break eye contact. “I’m sorry, but I’m not prepared to support your return to the field. If you want to return to work early, I suggest a desk job. You’re officially due back at the agency in four weeks. Why don’t you use the time between now and then to rest? Take a holiday, read books, live a little.”

      Moira treated the woman to a thin smile and got to her feet. “Thank you for your time, doctor,” she said, extending her hand. “I disagree with your assessment and will be referring the matter to my superiors.”

      Dr. Johnson’s limp handshake contradicted the steely expression in her eyes. “I’ve worked for the agency for sixteen years. The Admiral has never overridden my recommendations. Why would he do so for you?”

      “Because,” Moira said sweetly, “I’m the best person for this particular job, and he knows it.” Assuming, of course, that the Admiral agrees to sanction the investigation in the first place…

      The doctor’s nostrils quivered before the woman controlled her annoyance. “Thus far, only you seem to think there’s a case to investigate. Good luck, Ms. Collins. I’m sure we’ll meet again.”

      Not, Moira thought as she closed the door to the doctor’s office behind her, if I can help it.

      She kept it together until she reached the ladies’ toilets. Breathing heavily, blood roaring in her ears, she slipped inside and locked the door. The face that stared back at her in the bathroom mirror was her own. “Genevieve McEllroy,” she whispered. “My name is Genevieve McEllroy.”

      It had been so long since anyone had called her by her real name that it hung in the air like a pleasant but unidentifiable perfume.

      In the next instant, the memories came, pulverizing the last of her reserves. Her mother’s soft Donegal accent contrasting with her father’s harsh Belfast tones. Her baby sister, toddling up the path to the church on that fateful Sunday morning. Her brothers, teasing her middle sister, Gemma, for forgetting to feed her goldfish and convincing her they’d find Flipper floating on the surface of his tank when they got home after the service. Genevieve, agreeing to take Gemma home to save her beloved fish from certain death.

      And then the explosion that lifted Genevieve off her feet and hurled her against the wall of the lane outside the church…

      With trembling hands, Moira turned on the tap and splashed her face with icy water. She’d waited twenty-three years for the opportunity to avenge her family’s execution. A bitch with a clipboard wasn’t going to stop her.
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      When Lar roared up at Valentine’s the evening after his encounter with Spoons Maginty, music blared through the windows. He parked his Harley in the usual spot and removed his helmet. The V of the flickering neon sign over the club’s entrance was still broken. He gave a low chuckle. Some things never changed.

      And some people never changed. A vision of Frank’s face loomed, and Lar punched him with an imaginary uppercut. He’d spent an hour at the gym that evening, taking his aggression out on kickboxing bags. It had helped. Somewhat.

      He swung his leg over the bike and flexed his shoulders. Ignoring the protests of people queuing, he ambled up to the beefy bouncer and flashed him a grin. “Hey, Dave. Long time, no see.”

      “Lar!” Dave slapped him on the back. “Where you been, man?”

      “Berlin. Staying with my cousin, Max.” Lar slipped the guy a fifty. “Keep an eye on my wheels, yeah?”

      “Sure thing.” Dave glanced around, then dropped his voice a notch. “Frank’s looking for you.”

      “I know. I texted him earlier. He’s expecting me.”

      “Want to go around to the back entrance?”

      “Nah,” Lar said with a wink, careful to camouflage his rage under a veneer of nonchalance. “I’ll stop off at the bar for a drink first. I’ve a feeling I’ll need it.”

      Inside the club, music thumped. The mirrored walls gave the illusion of space and allowed a better view of the strippers performing on the stage. One of the girls gyrated and performed a twerk worthy of Miley Cyrus. Her pert breasts shook in time with the music, the nipples rock hard. Lar let his gaze skim over her curves. Not bad. Not bad at all. And a welcome distraction from the encounter ahead…

      A loud whistle drew his attention toward the bar. His cousin, Shane, raised a pint glass in greeting. He’d acquired a new piercing since Lar had last seen him—a silver eyebrow stud that contrasted with his dark hair and tanned complexion.

      Lar weaved his way through the throng of half-drunk men leering at the dancers and patted his cousin on the head. “How’s it going, Shorty?”

      “Oy,” said Shane. “There’s one centimeter difference between us, cuz. No one would notice.”

      Their aunt, Siobhan, winked at Lar from behind the counter, where she was preparing overpriced cocktails while her son, Dan, pulled pints. “You sure about that, Shane? A woman might disagree.”

      Shane’s brow creased in confusion, then he reddened as comprehension dawned. “I was talking about height, not…” He gestured toward the zipper of his jeans.

      Lar roared laughing. “Sure you were.” He shrugged off his leather jacket and hung it on the peg by his barstool.

      Shane signaled Dan and ordered two double whiskeys. “Dad’s looking for you.”

      “So I hear.” On instinct, Lar’s hands balled into fists. So much for keeping his emotions in check.

      “Whatever my brother wants you to do, say no,” Siobhan said, placing two hot pink cocktails on a tray. She didn’t elaborate as to which of her four brothers she was referring. She didn’t need to. The only Delaney who summoned relatives to his office was Frank.

      Dan slid two whiskey glasses across the counter and nodded to Lar. “On the house.”

      “Aw, thanks.” Shane reached for his glass.

      Dan rolled his eyes. “Not you, you eejit. You can pay up.”

      “Ah, well. It was worth a try,” Shane said, unperturbed. “Sláinte.”

      They clinked glasses. Lar took a sip, relishing the burning sensation when the whiskey hit the back of his throat and coiled down to his roiling stomach. He needed to calm down before he faced Frank. A shot of Ireland’s finest might not be the healthy option, but it sure was effective.

      “Thanks for reminding Max to text me on my birthday,” Siobhan said, a wry smile on her attractive but weather-beaten face.

      “How do you know he didn’t get the idea all by himself?”

      Max’s mother guffawed. “Because I know my son. He’s a good lad but useless at remembering dates.”

      “Even more so since he moved to Berlin and doesn’t have you around to remind him?” Lar teased.

      His aunt gave a low chuckle. “Exactly. Speaking of kids, how’s Tammy? You should bring her over to visit the next time she’s in Dublin.”

      Lar’s smile froze. “I’d like that, but Tammy’s mother only agrees to let her stay with me if I don’t introduce her to the rest of the family.”

      He didn’t blame Clio for wanting to protect their daughter from the Delaneys, but her aversion to allowing him regular visits was a source of ongoing tension.

      “We were good enough for Clio when she was pregnant and had nowhere else to go,” Siobhan said. “It’s not like Clio’s led the life of a saint.”

      “I know. It’s not fair, but it’s the way it is. I don’t have formal visitation rights.” He intended to change this situation as soon as he was in a position to bargain with Clio. If tonight’s meeting with Frank went well, that day would be soon.

      Speaking of Frank… He turned to Shane. “Anything I should know before I face your father?”

      His cousin grimaced. “He’s not happy about our plans to set up business on our own. Not happy at all.”

      “So Malachy told me. I thought you were going to talk to your father and explain the situation?”

      “I did, but he already knew. My guess is Greg ratted us out. I told you he was getting suspicious.”

      Of Lar’s numerous cousins, Shane’s older brother, Greg, was his least favorite. Judging by his last encounter with the man, the feeling was mutual. “Fuck Greg and fuck Frank. We’ve a right to go into business on our own. As long as we don’t interfere with their interests, they have no right to stop us.”

      “Easy for you to say.” Shane gave a wry smile. “I’ve got no way of wriggling out of Christmas dinner with them.”

      Lar pounded a fist against the wooden counter, making the glasses dance. “You’ve got four older brothers who get all the lucrative assignments, and I’m only his nephew. Frank will put his own sons before me every time. If I hadn’t gone rogue, I’d be living in a shithole council flat and relying on whatever scraps Frank deigned to throw my way.”

      “Hear, hear,” Dan said and raised the pint he was pulling.

      Siobhan rolled her eyes. “You’d swear you were fighting a war.”

      “Frank thinks he is,” Lar said.

      Siobhan snorted. “Frank is a fool.”

      “Maybe,” Shane said, “but he’s going to want me and Lar to pay our dues before he lets us go. It’s all showmanship, but you know what he’s like. He’ll want to play it as if it was his decision and he wishes us well.”

      Lar swirled the amber liquid in his glass. “Before he plays the benevolent patriarch, he wants his pound of flesh.”

      “Exactly.”

      Lar knocked back the rest of his double shot and got to his feet. “Thanks for the drink, Dan. I’d better get this over with.”

      Shane tapped his mobile phone. “Give me a call when it’s done.”

      “Will do.”

      “Good luck,” Siobhan called after his retreating back. Lar thought he heard her add, “He’ll need it,” but he was already carving a path through the crowd and heading for the corridor that led to the back office.

      Two of his older cousins lounged in the corridor, one bouncing a tennis ball off the wall. At forty-two, Tom was starting to run to fat, his muscles not as firm as they’d once been and more than a hint of a beer belly straining his belt. Greg was thirty-eight and in better shape than his brother. He narrowed his eyes when he clocked Lar, right hand closing around his tennis ball.

      “Tut, tut,” Lar said, enjoying the sight of Greg’s snarl. “Is that any way to greet your cousin? Still pissed over Oksana?”

      Until three months ago, Oksana had been Greg’s live-in-girlfriend-come-punching-bag. Until Lar swept in, knocked Greg unconscious, and roared off with Oksana on the back of his motorbike and headed to Dublin Airport, where he’d put her on a plane to Kiev.

      Greg’s face contorted and he took a step toward Lar, but Tom held him back.

      The older man jerked a thumb in the direction of the door at the end of the corridor. “Dad’s in there.”

      “Thanks.” Lar kept his expression pleasant. “It’s been all of five months since I was last here. I might have forgotten the way.”

      Tom blinked, owl-like, clearly unsure if he was being insulted. Lar didn’t wait around for him to decide.

      When he reached the door to Frank’s office, he rapped lightly three times, paused, and knocked hard twice. One of Frank’s seemingly endless supply of neckless bodyguards opened the door and performed a half-arsed pat-down before allowing Lar to enter.

      “You need to fire that eejit,” Lar said to his uncle as he pulled a Glock from his boot and placed it on Frank’s desk. “I’ve got a knife, too, but you’re not getting it.”

      Despite his best efforts to keep a straight face, Frank succumbed to a laugh. “Sit down before I ask Mark to perform a full-body search on you.”

      With an insouciant grin, Lar obeyed and dropped into a seat. Frank, like Tom, wasn’t aging well. A life of cigarettes, booze, and late nights had taken its toll on his once-handsome appearance, and he looked older than his sixty years. As the oldest of the Delaney siblings, Frank had been in his teens when the family moved from Belfast to Dublin in the seventies. Despite decades of living south of the border, Frank’s strong Belfast accent remained unaltered.

      “Want a drink?” Frank asked, pulling a bottle of whiskey from one of his desk drawers.

      Lar shook his head. “Just had one at the bar.”

      “Suit yourself.” His uncle splashed a generous serving of single malt into a Santa mug. Clearly, his uncle’s efforts to “add class to the joint” didn’t extend to glassware.

      Lar cracked his knuckles against the arm of his chair. “Let’s cut to the chase, shall we? I want to go into business with Shane. You don’t really need either of us, but if you let us off the hook without a fight, it sends a sign of weakness to your enemies. That about sum it up?”

      Frank’s blue eyes creased into a smile. “You always were a smart boy.”

      Yeah…so smart he’d walked straight into a trap of Frank’s making all those years ago. Lar forced his hands to remain steady. He’d never revealed to his uncle just how much he loathed him. Tonight wasn’t the time to let it slip. “So how’s this going to work?”

      “Since you got back from Boston, you’ve done your best to separate yourself from the family and pick your own jobs.”

      “And you’ve let me—at a price. I don’t intend to give you a cut of every job I do going forward.”

      “I could promote you,” Frank mused. “Give you more interesting assignments.”

      Sure…interesting assignments that involved drug dealing and prostitution. Lar had no intention of keeping on the right side of the law, but he had standards. Too many vulnerable people were screwed over by that shite.

      Lar leaned forward in his seat and stared his uncle down. “I did time to save your arse. You owe me.”

      “Do you want money? Is that it?”

      He shook his head. “I want a different currency. Freedom.”

      “You’re a Delaney. You work for me.”

      At whatever shitty job Frank deemed suitable for his wildcard nephew? No, thanks. “Not anymore. Now we can do this peacefully, or you can start a war with me. Do you really want that? Because I don’t. But I have the contacts to start one if it gets that far.”

      Frank’s nostrils flared. He fiddled with his beard, a habit of his when he needed to keep his temper. “Are you threatening me, boy?”

      Lar held the man’s gaze. “Consider it a warning not to fuck me around.”

      Frank’s face contorted. “You’d dare to make a move against me?”

      “Yeah, I would. I have no desire to get into bed with the Connollys, or that mad fuck, Kowalski, but I’d do it in a heartbeat if the alternative was being under your thumb for the rest of my life.”

      His uncle knocked back the remainder of his whiskey and glared across his desk. “Any terms I negotiate with you don’t apply to Shane. If he wants out, he’ll have to negotiate on his own behalf.”

      Lar pretended to consider this for a moment. In truth, he and Shane had already agreed what they’d say to Frank, collectively and separately. So far, the conversation was going according to Lar’s script. “Fair enough,” he said after a pause. “Whatever ‘penance’ you want Shane to do will be between you and him, but the basic deal will be the same for both of us. You agree to leave us alone, and we agree not to engage in any activities that would be a threat to you and your business interests. And that includes staying on neutral territory with Adam Kowalski and Jimmy Connolly.”

      Frank slammed his Santa mug down on the desk and yanked open a drawer. “Here,” he snarled, tossing a file across to his nephew. “You want out, fine. But you’ll do one last job for me first.”

      Lar eyed the file and his pulse quickened. “What sort of job?”

      He knew the answer the instant his uncle’s lips curled into a sneer. “A hit. I want you to eliminate this person.”

      “I don’t do hits anymore.”

      “Bollocks. What are you and Shane planning to do in your new venture? Help old ladies across the road? If you’re not dealing in drugs, guns, or pussy, you’ve got to be plugging people.”

      Frank wasn’t entirely off the mark, but Lar chose not to enlighten him on the true nature of his new business endeavor. “Who do you want me to take out?”

      “David McEllroy’s kid.”

      Lar’s heart froze in his chest. Frank’s office faded from his mind’s eye and was replaced by the memory of his mother’s blood dripping down the bathroom tiles and into his bubble bath. He blinked the vision away. “That’s impossible,” he said hoarsely. “The McEllroys are all dead.”

      Frank tapped the file with a beefy finger. “Yeah. All except the one who ended up in the Witness Protection Program.”

      Lar reached for the thin blue file with as much caution as he’d use if confronted by a venomous snake. He flipped open the first page. A faded photograph of a little girl in a navy school uniform stared back at him. She was a pretty child with light blond hair and cornflower-blue eyes. “Genevieve McEllroy.” Lar whistled. “She survived?”

      “The brat must have slipped out of the church before the bomb detonated,” Frank said in disgust, “and was whisked away by British spooks in the aftermath.”

      “What could she know? She couldn’t have been more than eight or nine at the time.”

      “What did you know at that age?” Frank demanded. “A shiteload more than your parents gave you credit for. David McEllroy shot your mother to death in front of you. I’m offering you the chance to get even.”

      A muscle in Lar’s cheek flexed. “David McEllroy is dead. Wherever Genevieve is, whatever she’s doing, she had nothing to do with my mother’s death.”

      “But plenty to do with the hit on your brother and my son in Boston,” Frank said, a sly note in his tone.

      Lar’s fingers froze over the file. “The mob killed Tony and Con.”

      “Read on.”

      He swallowed hard and flipped through the file. After a stellar academic career, Genevieve McEllroy had been recruited by British intelligence. She’d spent the last ten years in various undercover operations until her abrupt request for unpaid leave two months ago. Her whereabouts were currently unknown, but she was suspected of being in Ireland, with Dublin the most likely location.

      Lar reached the final page of the file.

      And tasted bile.

      The photograph was dated two months previously. Despite the blond hair and the tailored suit, he recognized the woman in the picture. He ought to. He’d helped to carry her coffin.

      Moira.

      “No,” he whispered, his voice breaking. “No fucking way.”
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        One Week Earlier, Dublin

      

      

      True to Dr. Johnson’s prediction, the Admiral hadn’t bitten.

      “I’m not convinced there’s sufficient evidence linking Frank Delaney to your family’s murder to warrant sending an undercover operative to Ireland to investigate. Even if there was copious evidence…well, I wouldn’t assign you to the job.”

      Moira held her hands steady on her lap. “That’s disappointing, sir. I really think⁠—”

      “Take a holiday,” the Admiral interjected, unconsciously echoing the doctor’s advice. “Use the last few weeks of your leave to relax.”

      “But—”

      “That wasn’t a suggestion, Agent Collins. It was an order. Get some rest and we’ll find you a desk job to start you off when you return to work.”

      Without batting an eyelid, Moira said, “Thank you, sir. I might take your advice.”

      Or I might not…

      When Moira’s plane touched down in Dublin, she made it through passport control without incident. Even though she’d failed to persuade the Admiral to sanction the Delaney investigation, she had the connections to acquire excellent false passports and other official documentation. Now she had three whole weeks before she was due back at the agency to report for desk duty. It wasn’t much, but it would have to suffice.

      After collecting her bags from the baggage carousel, Moira headed for the taxi stand. Her breath caught when she saw the signs for Belfast and an involuntary shiver snaked down her spine. She’d been
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