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      Tommy

      They call me The Calculator.

      Not because I'm good with numbers.

      Because I calculate exactly how much pain it takes to break a man.

      I've spilled blood for the Boyle family since I was sixteen, and I've never questioned an order.

      Until now.

      My brother wants me to marry Maeve O'Connor to seal an alliance with the Irish.

      One problem—she's the cousin of the man I killed two years ago.

      Another problem—I want her more than my next breath.

      

      Maeve

      I've been plotting behind my father’s back for months.

      Planning heists, hacking systems, anything to find my little sister, everyone thinks is dead.

      But when I discover I'm being sold to Tommy Boyle—the monster who murdered my cousin—I realize I've been playing a child's game.

      Now I'm trapped in the Boyle compound, chained to his bed.

      They think this marriage will tame me.

      They're about to learn how wrong they are.

      

      The Truth

      Our families aren't just potential allies—we're all pawns in someone else's game.

      The information I've been selling wasn't reaching gangs.

      It was feeding a trafficking ring that's been using our territories as hunting grounds.

      My sister is being held as collateral.

      And the only way to save her is to trust the man I swore to destroy.

      

      Tommy might be a killer.

      But he's about to become my salvation.

      

      Saving a Merciless Heart is a full-length standalone dark mafia romance with forced proximity, enemies to lovers, arranged marriage, and guaranteed HEA. Contains mature themes and steamy scenes.
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      The Glock weighs heavily in my palm as I crouch behind the rusted shipping container, counting seconds. Twenty-three. Twenty-four. Twenty-five.

      Right on schedule.

      The warehouse door creaks open, spilling yellow light into the Boston harbor darkness. Two silhouettes emerge—Torres and his lieutenant, exactly where my intel said they'd be. The Serpientes think they're untouchable in their own territory.

      They're wrong.

      I press my finger to my earpiece. "Phoenix, you're clear for entry."

      "Copy that, Red." Jake's voice crackles through the comm, steady as always. He doesn't know my real name. None of my crew do. To them, I'm just Red—a twenty-six-year-old with more balls than sense and enough connections to make their illegal activities profitable.

      If they knew I was Maeve O'Connor, daughter of the most powerful Irish mob boss on the East Coast, they'd either worship me or put a bullet in my skull. Neither option appeals to me.

      The plan unfolds like clockwork. Jake and Marco slip through the loading dock while I provide overwatch. Three years of running independent ops has taught me that precision beats brute force every time. While my father's soldiers kick down doors and spray bullets, I prefer surgical strikes.

      Less mess. Fewer questions. Maximum profit.

      My phone buzzes against my thigh—a text from an unknown number. The wolf hunts alone tonight.

      Ice floods my veins. That's the code phrase. My handler only uses it when there's actionable intelligence about Bridget.

      My sister. My brilliant, innocent baby sister who's supposed to be dead but isn't.

      "Status report," I whisper into the comm, forcing my voice to remain steady.

      "We're in," Jake responds. "Jesus Christ, Red. You undersold this. There's got to be two million in cash here, plus enough product to supply half of Cambridge."

      Two million. More than enough to fund the next phase of my private war. Every dollar I steal from the Serpientes gets funneled into my network of informants, hackers, and mercenaries. The same network that's slowly, methodically tracking down every lead about Bridget's disappearance.

      My father believes she died in that fire eighteen months ago. The whole O'Connor family mourned her. But I know better. I've seen the inconsistencies in the police report, the gaps in witness testimony. Someone wanted us to think she was dead. And Dad has been too broken to see the signs.

      Someone took my sister.

      "Grab the cash, leave the drugs," I order. "We're not dealers."

      "Since when?" Marco's voice carries through the earpiece, confused. He's new to the crew, recruited from the docks where desperation makes men grateful for opportunities like this.

      "Since I said so. Move."

      The silver Saint Christopher pendant around my neck catches the moonlight as I adjust my position. Declan gave it to me three years ago, right before Tommy Boyle put a bullet in his chest. My cousin was the only person who ever truly protected me, who saw past the O'Connor name to the girl underneath.

      Now he's dead, and I'm alone in a world that sees me as either a prize to be won or a threat to be eliminated.

      "Package secured," Jake reports. "Heading to extraction point."

      That's when I hear them.

      Two hushed voices near the warehouse's east side. I can't make out every word, but I catch enough to freeze my blood.

      "...the O'Connor girl..."

      "...the boss wants her alive..."

      "...worth more than the sister..."

      My heart hammers against my ribs. They're talking about me. About Bridget. These aren't random Serpiente soldiers—they're connected to whatever happened to my sister.

      I ease closer, keeping to the shadows, my finger hovering over the trigger. The concrete is cold against my knees as I crawl between abandoned pallets, straining to hear.

      "Dracul's getting impatient," the taller one says. "The O'Connor girl should've been taken months ago. Instead, she's out here playing guerrilla warfare."

      Dracul. I've heard that name whispered in the darkest corners of Boston's underworld. Eastern European. Ruthless. Connected to trafficking rings that operate across state lines.

      "The Boyles are watching her too closely," his companion replies. "Especially since the engagement rumors started."

      Engagement rumors. My blood turns to acid. Father wouldn't dare⁠—

      "Red, we've got movement," Jake's voice crackles urgently. "Multiple vehicles approaching the perimeter. Time to go."

      But I can't move. Can't breathe. The pieces are falling together with horrible clarity.

      "...once she marries into the Boyle family, extracting her becomes impossible..."

      "...the sister was just leverage. The real prize was always⁠—"

      The explosion rocks the ground beneath me.

      Orange flames erupt from the warehouse's north side, casting dancing shadows across the harbor. My crew's emergency protocol—if compromised, create a distraction and scatter. Jake's good at his job.

      But the two men I was listening to have vanished into the chaos.

      I sprint toward the extraction point, my mind racing faster than my feet. Bridget isn't dead. She's being held by someone named Dracul. Someone who wants me too. Someone who apparently knows about an engagement I haven't even agreed to yet.

      My phone buzzes again. The same unknown number.

      The girl is alive. Meet tomorrow night. Pier 19. Midnight. Come alone, or she dies.

      I stop running. The harbor wind whips my hair across my face, carrying the scent of salt and smoke. In the distance, sirens wail—police and fire department responding to Jake's pyrotechnics.

      This is it. The break I've been waiting for. Eighteen months of hunting shadows and following false leads, and finally someone's reaching out.

      It could be a trap. Probably is a trap. But it's the first real lead I've had about Bridget's whereabouts.

      "Red!" Marco's voice calls from our predetermined rally point. "Where the hell are you?"

      I look back at the burning warehouse, then at my phone screen. Tomorrow night, I'll learn the truth about what happened to my sister. Tonight, I need to figure out how to stay alive long enough to save her.

      Because one thing's become crystal clear: I'm not just funding a private war anymore.

      I'm the target.

      I pocket my phone and run toward my crew, my mind already calculating the risks. The Serpientes' cash will buy me better intelligence, more sophisticated weapons, and additional security. But money alone won't be enough.

      If Dracul is connected to trafficking rings, if the Boyles are somehow involved, if my own father is planning to sell me into an arranged marriage—then I need allies. Real ones. Not hired guns who call me Red and follow orders for cash.

      The problem is, I've spent three years trusting no one completely. Compartmentalizing every relationship, every operation, every piece of my life. This strategy has kept me safe.

      It's also kept me isolated.

      Jake and Marco are waiting by the stolen van, engines running, faces tight with adrenaline and confusion. They're good men, as far as criminals go. Loyal to their paychecks and professional in their work. But they're not soldiers. Not family.

      They're not Declan.

      "What was that about?" Jake demands as I climb into the passenger seat. "You went dark for ten minutes. That's not like you."

      I meet his eyes in the rearview mirror. He's thirty-four, ex-military, smart enough to read tactical situations but not smart enough to recognize that his employer is lying to him about everything that matters.

      "Change of plans," I say, buckling my seatbelt. "We need to upgrade our intelligence capabilities."

      "Meaning?"

      "Meaning we're about to go to war with people who make the Serpientes look like choir boys."

      The van pulls away from the harbor, carrying us into the maze of Boston's industrial district. Behind us, the warehouse burns like a funeral pyre, smoke rising into the star-choked sky.

      I touch Declan's pendant through my shirt and make a silent promise. Whatever it takes. Whatever it costs. Whoever I have to trust or betray or destroy.

      I'm going to find Bridget.

      And then I'm going to burn down everyone who took her from me.

      Even if it means crawling into bed with the devil himself.

      Even if the devil's name is Tommy Boyle.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Two hours later

      

      

      The safehouse sits in Cambridge's forgotten industrial zone—a converted auto shop that's been abandoned long enough for the city to forget it exists. Jake found it six months ago, and we've been using it as our base of operations ever since.

      I count the cash while my crew cleans their weapons and discusses the night's haul. Two point three million in unmarked bills. Enough to buy serious firepower, or serious information, or serious protection.

      Maybe all three, if I'm careful.

      My laptop chimes with an encrypted message from my handler—the same person who's been feeding me intelligence about Bridget for the past year. We've never met. I don't even know if they're male or female. But their information has always been accurate.

      Package delivered. Next payment due Friday. New intel suggests timeline accelerated. Recommend immediate action.

      I stare at the screen, translating the coded language. Someone's moving faster than anticipated. The engagement rumors those guys mentioned. My father's sudden interest in Boyle family politics. The mysterious Dracul, who supposedly has my sister.

      All of it's connected. All of it's accelerating toward something I can't see yet.

      My phone buzzes. This time it's a number I recognize—my youngest sister, Keira, texting from her dorm at Shadowmere University.

      Dad's acting weird. Won't tell me why. Says you haven't been answering his calls. Are you okay?

      No, I'm not okay. I haven't been okay since Declan died and Bridget disappeared, and I realized that everyone I trusted was either dead or lying to me.

      But Keira doesn't need to carry that weight. She's nineteen, brilliant, and innocent in ways I'll never be again. If I play this right, she'll stay that way for as long as possible.

      Everything's fine, I text back. Just busy with work. Tell Dad I'll call him tomorrow.

      Tomorrow. After I meet with whoever sent that message about Bridget. After I learn what they want in exchange for my sister's life.

      After I figure out how to survive what's coming.

      I close the laptop and look around the safehouse. Jake's sleeping in the corner, his rifle within arm's reach. Marco's on watch duty, scanning police frequencies on our modified radio. The walls are lined with maps, photographs, and flow charts detailing the various criminal organizations operating in Boston.

      It looks like a war room because that's what it is. For three years, I've been planning and executing a campaign against the people who destroyed my family. Tonight, I finally got confirmation that my enemy has a name.

      Dracul.

      I pull out my phone and scroll through my contacts until I find the number I've been avoiding for months. My finger hovers over the call button.

      Tommy Boyle. The man who killed my cousin. The man my father apparently wants me to marry. The man whose Syndicate controls most of Boston's organized crime, not to mention a sizable chunk of the underworld of L. A and New York.

      The man who might be my only chance of saving Bridget.

      I don't call. Not yet. But I don't delete the number either.

      Because tomorrow night, everything changes. And when it does, I need to be ready to make deals with monsters.

      Even if the biggest monster is me.

      I touch Declan's pendant one more time, the cool silver against my skin soothes me. He used to say that survival wasn't about being the strongest or the smartest.

      It was about being willing to do what others wouldn't.

      He was right about that, at least.

      I'm about to prove just how right he was.
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      Tiny drops of blood drip from Vincent Torrino's mangled hand onto the concrete floor, increasing the size of the already large red pool under his feet.

      Drip. Drip. Drip.

      The sound should bother me. Four years ago, it would have. But four years ago, I still believed my mother died peacefully in her sleep, cancer finally claiming the brilliant mind that had helped so many broken souls.

      Four years ago, I was still naive enough to think that monsters stayed in the shadows where they belonged.

      "Let's try this again, Vinny." My voice cuts through the musty air of the abandoned warehouse like a blade—sharp, controlled, utterly calm. "We know Dracul put a hit on Martha Boyle. We know that the motherfucker who carried out Dracul’s order is an enforcer for the Argento family. Now, tell me who the fuck is Dracul?"

      Vincent dangles from the chains we've suspended him with, his feet barely touching the ground. He's a mid-level player in the Argento family, the Camorra arm in Boston that launders their money through a string of seedy sex clubs in the North End. More importantly, Vincent's connected to the fucking people who killed my mother.

      And he's going to tell me exactly how deep those connections run.

      Even if I have to break every fucking bone in his pathetic body to get the truth.

      "I don't know what you're talking about," he wheezes through split lips. Blood trails from his nose where Shelby's opening punch landed thirty minutes ago. "Martha who?"

      I almost smile at his persistence. Almost.

      Instead, I pick up the bolt cutters from the metal tray beside me. Like everything else I use in my work, this tool is solid, reliable, and efficient. It's designed for one purpose: extracting information from men who think they're tougher than they are.

      "Martha. Tennant. Boyle," I say, enunciating each word with surgical precision. "Psychiatrist. Professor at Harvard. Mother of three sons who don't take kindly to people who hurt their family."

      I leave our baby brother out because he took a different path in life, and I couldn’t be prouder of Nick and his world-famous rock band. Mom was his biggest fan, so I refocus on my task.

      When I position the bolt cutters around Vincent's pinky finger, his eyes go wide. His breathing quickens as my plans become clear.

      "How was she a threat to your people? Why the fuck did this Dracul shit wanted her dead?"

      Click.

      The finger separates cleanly. Vincent's screams bounce off the dilapidated walls, his raw and primal cries don’t move me. I’m in too deep in my family’s business to allow myself to care. I’ve stifled any normal human emotions I used to have a long time ago. That’s how you survive in my line of work.

      I let him writhe for exactly thirty seconds before continuing. "Where was I? Oh, yeah. Who’s this motherfucker? Where can we find Dracul?"

      Dave leans against the far wall, his arms crossed, his deep-set icy green eyes tracking every movement. My older brother has the patience of a saint when it comes to interrogations. He knows I'm the best at what I do, and he lets me work without interference.

      Shelby paces near the entrance, his military training evident in every step. Even relaxed, he moves like a predator—always ready to strike. The glasses he's worn since we were teenagers catch the dim light as he turns his head toward our prisoner.

      We make a formidable team, the three Boyle brothers. Dave with his strategic mind and natural leadership. Shelby with his tactical expertise and combat skills. And me with my skillful techniques for making people want to tell me their deepest, darkest secrets.

      Even the ones that might get them killed.

      "The contract," Vincent gasps, sweat beading on his forehead. "There was... there was a contract."

      Progress. My pulse kicks up a notch. I set the bolt cutters down and pick up a small vial of alcohol, pouring it over his wounded hand. He jerks against the chains, cursing in Italian.

      "We already know about the blood contract. Very old school. The kind you don't refuse if you want to keep breathing."

      Blood contracts are serious business in our world. They're not handed out for routine hits or territorial disputes. They're reserved for threats that go to the very core of an organization's survival. Nine months ago, I found a copy of one such contract between this man, codenamed Dracul, and some lowlife Sicilian scum. At the time, Dave was leading our family, the Irish Brotherhood, and the Syndicate. On top of that, his wife and daughter were recovering from the horrendous ordeal they’d gone through at the hands of a Dracul associate, Igor. And Alexia had just found out that she was pregnant again. Dave did not need the extra burden. So, I promised him and Shelby I would get to the bottom of this mess and bring justice for Mom.

      I’m working on that promise now.

      "Your boss and Dracul signed it. Why did they do that?"

      Vincent's dark eyes dart between my brothers and me, calculating his odds. He's smart enough to know that cooperation is his only path to survival, but stupid enough to think he might be able to negotiate.

      He's wrong on both counts.

      "I need guarantees," he says. "Protection. A new identity. Money to disappear."

      I laugh, and the sound is colder than Boston Harbor in January. "Vincent, you seem to be under the impression that you have leverage here. Let me clarify your situation."

      I lean closer, close enough to smell the fear-sweat soaking his bloody clothes. Close enough to see the exact moment when he realizes that I'm not bluffing.

      "Your bosses think you're dead already. We made sure of that when we took you from your girlfriend's apartment last night. As far as the Argento family knows, Vincent Torrino went for a late-night drive and never came home."

      His face goes pale. "You killed Sophia?"

      "Not yet.”

      I don’t tell him we would never kill innocent people. We’re soulless monsters, but we’re not savages.

      His hard swallow and shaking frame tell me he’s buying my lie. He babbles, “Please, don’t hurt her.”

      I straighten up, adjusting my shirt cuffs with deliberate precision. Even during interrogations, presentation matters. Control matters.

      "Make no mistake—if you don't start talking, Sophia, her mother, and everyone else you've ever cared about will become casualties of your stupidity. So I'll ask you one more time, and I suggest you think very carefully before you answer."

      I pick up the bolt cutters again.

      "Why the fuck did they sign that blood contract on Martha Boyle?"

      Vincent closes his eyes, defeat written in every line of his body. When he opens them again, I see resignation mixed with genuine terror.

      "Dracul wanted to neutralize the threat she represented," he whispers.

      The name hits me like a physical blow. Dave straightens from his position against the wall, suddenly alert. Shelby steps closer.

      We've been hunting this ghost for months now, following breadcrumbs through a maze of shell companies and offshore accounts. Dracul—the Eastern European crime lord who operates in the shadows even our most skilled hackers couldn't reach. The man who traffics in flesh and misery, building his empire on the broken bodies of the innocent and vulnerable.

      The monster who killed our mother.

      "So we’ve heard. What did my mother do to threaten him?” I spit the words as rage boils inside me.

      Mom was a fucking professor, for fuck’s sake.

      Vincent shakes his head, genuine confusion replacing some of the fear. "I don't know, man. I swear on my mother's grave, I don't know. All I heard was that she was getting too close to something. Something that could bring down half the Eastern European operations on the East Coast."

      "What operations?"

      "Trafficking. Money laundering. But something else too. Something bigger. My contact said..." He pauses, struggling with whether to continue.

      I don't give him time to reconsider. The bolt cutters find his ring finger.

      Click.

      This time, his scream is weaker. Blood loss and shock are taking their toll.

      "She was treating someone who knew about kids being moved. Someone who was talking too much," he gasps.

      Ice floods my veins as I lock eyes with Dave. Last year, he went through hell because of this fucking sick people. Now we learn that Mom discovered something about the pedophile ring we thought we dismantled. And that got her killed.

      Dave wraps his long fingers around Vincent’s neck, leaning so close his nose almost touches the other man’s, "Who the fuck was the patient?"

      "I don't know! I swear I don't know! All they said was that the shrink bitch was getting too close to the truth, and Dracul wanted her silenced permanently."

      The shrink bitch.

      I see red. Pure, consuming hatred that threatens to overwhelm the careful control I've spent years building. My mother dedicated her life to helping people heal from trauma, to rebuilding broken minds and shattered souls. She saved dozens of lives with her work.

      And these animals called her a bitch for caring too much.

      I plunge my knife into Vincent’s torso, close enough to his heart to scare him shitless without ending his miserable life.

      "Tommy." Dave's voice cuts through my fury, calm and steady. He knows me well enough to recognize when I'm about to cross the line from strategic brutality into something far more dangerous.

      I take a breath. Another. Let the rage settle into something colder, more useful.

      "Where is Dracul now?" I ask.

      "West Coast. Los Angeles. That's all I know, I swear. He moves around a lot, but LA is his main base of operations."

      "Who's his contact in Boston?"

      "I... I can't. If I tell you that, they'll know it came from me. They'll hunt down everyone I love and make them pay."

      I consider this. Vincent Torrino is small-time muscle, but he's not stupid. He understands the consequences of betraying his employers. The fact that he's talking at all means he's more afraid of me than he is of them.

      That's smart. He should be.

      "Vincent," I say, my voice taking on an almost conversational tone, "let me explain something to you. Your employers ordered the murder of my mother. A woman who never hurt anyone. A woman whose only crime was caring too much about others." I grab his cheeks so we're eye level. "Do you really think there's anywhere on Earth you could hide where we wouldn't find you? Do you think there's anyone you could run to who would protect you from our Brotherhood? Or the Syndicate, for that matter?"

      He stares at me, and I see the exact moment when he understands. We're not just another Irish mob family. We're part of something bigger, something with connections that span continents.

      "The contact is Carlo Breslin," he whispers. "He runs book out of a club in East Boston. He's the one who passed along the contract details."

      Perfect. Carlo Breslin has been on our watch list for months. Now we have a reason to pay him a visit.

      "Good. What else?"

      "That's all I know, I swear. Breslin handles the Boston connections for Dracul's operations, but he keeps everything compartmentalized. Need-to-know only."

      I study his face, looking for tells, for any sign that he's holding back. But Vincent is done lying. He's in survival mode now, and he knows his only chance is complete cooperation.

      "One last question," I say. "How long has this trafficking network been operating in Boston?"

      "Years. Maybe five or six. It was small scale at first, but it's been growing. More kids, more money, more powerful people getting nervous about exposure."

      Five or six years. That means it was already operational when Mom first got sick. She could have been investigating it for months before they decided she was too dangerous to live.

      My hands clench into fists. All that time, all that suffering she endured thinking the cancer was killing her, she was actually the target of monsters who saw her compassion as a threat.

      "Frank," I call my lieutenant without taking my eyes off Vincent. "Call Dr. Martinez. Have him come clean up our friend here and get him to a safe house."

      "We're letting him live?" Shelby's tone is neutral, but I hear the question underneath. Vincent Torrino has information that could destroy us if he talks to the wrong people.

      "For now. Vincent here is going to be our inside man. Aren't you, Vincent?" I playfully slap his face, but make sure it stings him.

      The broken Sicilian nods eagerly. "Whatever you need. I'll do whatever you need."

      "Good. Because we're not done. Not even close. And when we finally corner that sick fuck, Dracul, we're going to need all the help we can get."

      I step back, brushing imaginary dust off my suit jacket. I nod at my other soldiers, and they position themselves in a semicircle around the bastard from the ceiling as I turn toward my brothers.

      The interrogation is over, but the war is just beginning.

      Dave pushes himself off the wall and walks over to me. "Solid work," he says quietly. "But I want to talk before we make our next move."

      "Agreed. We need to coordinate with the LA contacts, figure out Dracul's exact location."

      "And we need to be smart about this," Shelby adds, joining us. "If this trafficking network is as big as Vincent suggests, there are going to be a lot of powerful people who want to keep it quiet."

      I nod, already running scenarios in my head. This isn't just about revenge anymore. It's about dismantling an organization that preys on children. It's about making sure no other families have to endure what ours has.

      It's about honoring Mom's memory by finishing the work that got her killed.

      "We'll take it slow," I say. "Methodical. Map out the entire network before we start cutting heads off."

      Dave claps me on the shoulder. "That's why you're the strategist. Come on, let's get out of here before someone notices we're missing."

      As we walk toward the exit, Vincent calls out weakly. "Thank you. For not... for not killing me."

      I pause at the doorway without turning around.

      "Don't thank me yet. If you betray us, if you warn anyone we're coming, I'll make what happened here today look like a gentle massage. And then I'll visit everyone you know and love and show them the same courtesy."

      "I understand."

      "Good."

      We leave Vincent chained up for Dr. Martinez to deal with. As we walk to the car, the weight of what we've learned settles on my shoulders like a lead blanket.

      Four years of grief and rage finally have a target. But knowing why they killed Mom doesn't make the pain any easier to bear. If anything, it makes it worse. Because now I understand that her death wasn't random.

      She died because she cared too much. Because she couldn't stand by and let children suffer.

      She died because she was exactly the kind of person the world needs more of, and monsters like Dracul can't tolerate that kind of light in their darkness.

      "You okay?" Shelby asks as we reach Dave's black Mercedes.

      I consider the question. Am I okay? I just spent two hours systematically torturing a man for information. I threatened to murder innocent people to get what I needed. I'm about to wage war against one of the most dangerous criminal organizations on the East Coast.

      "I'm fine," I say.

      And the terrible thing is, I mean it. This is who I am now. This is who I need to be to protect the people I love and stop the monsters who hurt children.

      Years ago, I might have felt guilty about that. Tonight, I just feel tired.

      Tired of the endless cycle of violence and revenge that's consumed our family since Mom died. Tired of always being the soldier, never the man who gets to choose his own battles. Tired of watching my brothers sacrifice pieces of their humanity on the altar of family loyalty.

      But mostly, I'm tired of feeling powerless.

      For years, we've been reactive—responding to threats, cleaning up messes, always one step behind our enemies. Tonight changed that. Tonight, we finally have a lead that could end this nightmare.

      "Where to?" Dave asks as he starts the engine.

      "Home," I say. "We need to brief the old man about what we learned."

      Jack Boyle won't be happy about the news that his wife's murder is connected to child trafficking. But he'll want to know. And we'll need his connections and resources to track down Dracul.

      The drive back to Beacon Hill passes in comfortable silence. My brothers know better than to push when I get quiet like this. They understand that I need time to process, to compartmentalize, to figure out how to move forward without losing myself completely.

      The irony isn't lost on me. Mom spent her career helping people work through trauma, teaching them healthy ways to cope with violence and loss. And here I am, channeling my grief into more violence, perpetuating the exact cycle she would have wanted me to break.

      But she's not here to guide me anymore. The monsters made sure of that.

      So I'll do what I do best. I'll calculate the risks, plan the strategy, and execute the mission with precision. I'll become the weapon our family needs to win this war.

      And if that means sacrificing a few more pieces of my soul along the way...

      Well. Some prices are worth paying.

      As we pull into the circular driveway of the family estate, my phone buzzes with a text from an unknown number.

      The O'Connor meeting has been moved up. Tomorrow night. Dress appropriately.

      I frown. Dave arranged a dinner meeting with Patrick O'Connor to discuss strengthening ties between our families. It's pure politics—the kind of alliance-building that keeps the peace in Boston's underworld.

      What I don't understand is why the message came to me instead of Dave. Or why someone I don't recognize is giving me wardrobe advice.

      "Problem?" Dave asks, noticing my expression.

      "Not sure yet. Someone moved up the O'Connor meeting."

      "I didn't authorize that."

      Neither did I. Which means someone else is pulling strings, manipulating events for reasons I don't fully understand yet.

      I pocket the phone without responding to the text. Tomorrow I'll figure out what Patrick O'Connor really wants and why he's suddenly in such a hurry to meet with us.

      Tonight, I have a war to plan.

      The front door of our family home looms ahead, warm light spilling from the windows onto the manicured lawn. Inside, Jack Boyle is probably nursing a glass of Irish whiskey and reading reports from our various business interests.

      In a few moments, I'll tell him that his beloved wife was murdered because she knew too much about child traffickers. I'll watch another piece of his heart break, just like mine did when I found that blood-signed contract.

      But I'll also give him something he's been searching for since the day Mom died: a target for his grief. A location. A reason to keep fighting.

      Sometimes, that's all a man needs to find his purpose again.

      Dracul.

      Soon, that name will be nothing more than a memory.

      I'll make sure of it.
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      The Harvard Square Club exudes an air of old money and even older secrets.

      I adjust my Armani cufflinks as I follow the hostess through the dining room, noting the strategic placement of mirrors that allow every table a clear view of the entrance. Smart. In our line of work, you never want your back completely to a door.

      Dave walks beside me, his expression neutral but his eyes constantly scanning. We're fifteen minutes early for the meeting with Patrick O'Connor, which means we'll have time to assess the terrain before the real negotiations begin.

      "Table for four, Mr. Boyle." The hostess—blonde, mid-twenties, with the kind of practiced smile that comes from serving Boston's elite—gestures toward a corner booth. "Your guests haven't arrived yet."

      "Perfect." Dave slides into the seat facing the entrance, leaving me the position with the best view of the bar and side exits. Old habits from a lifetime of staying alive in a business where carelessness gets you buried.

      I signal the waiter for whiskey—Jameson, neat—and let my gaze wander across the dining room. Senators, judges, CEOs, and their perfectly coiffed wives, all playing the same game of power disguised as civility. They have no idea they're sharing oxygen with the men who really run this city.

      "So," Dave says, stirring his Manhattan,"what do you think O'Connor really wants?"

      It's a good question. Patrick O'Connor controls a good chunk of the Irish operations in Boston, but his territory has been hemorrhaging money for months. After losing his two sons, he has no male heir to carry on the family legacy.

      "Alliance makes sense from his perspective," I say, taking a sip of whiskey that burns away the lingering memory of Vincent Torrino's blood from last night. "He never wanted to join our Brotherhood. So he needs our muscle and our connections. Question is, what's he offering in return?"

      "His daughter."

      The voice comes from behind me, low and confident. I don't turn around immediately—that would show surprise, which means weakness. Instead, I finish my whiskey and set the glass down with calculated calm.

      When I do look, the world shifts slightly off its axis.

      Maeve O'Connor stands beside our table like she owns not just the restaurant, but the entire fucking city. Dark red hair falls in waves past her shoulders, catching the ambient light in a way that makes my fingers itch to touch it. Green eyes that are sharp enough to cut glass and a mouth that's currently curved in what might be amusement or contempt. I'd bet serious money on the latter.

      She's wearing a black dress that's conservative enough for a business meeting but fitted enough to showcase curves that would make a saint reconsider his celibacy vows. Diamond studs in her ears catch the light as she tilts her head, studying me like I'm a puzzle she's already halfway to solving.

      Behind her, Patrick O'Connor looks like a man who's aged a decade in the past few years. Gray stubble, hollow cheeks, and the kind of bone-deep weariness that comes from burying children. But his eyes are still sharp, still calculating every move and every angle.

      "Maeve," he says, his Irish accent thick with something that might be pride or resignation. "Meet Dave and Tommy Boyle."

      Dave stands first, extending his hand with the kind of practiced charm that's made him successful in both legitimate business and the underworld. "Ms. O'Connor. Your reputation precedes you."

      She shakes his hand briefly, professionally. "Does it? How flattering. Though I wonder which reputation you're referring to."

      There's steel beneath the silk in her voice. This woman is dangerous in all the ways that matter most.

      Then she turns to me.

      Our eyes meet, and something electric connects us—recognition, challenge, and underneath it all, a pull that's purely chemical. Purely male response to female power.

      "Tommy Boyle," she says, not offering her hand. "The Calculator."

      The nickname makes me smile. Most people who use it are already bleeding by the time they get the chance.

      "Ms. O'Connor." I stand slowly, deliberately invading her personal space just enough to watch her pupils dilate. "Though I have to say, your reputation doesn't do you justice."

      "Doesn't it?" She steps closer instead of backing down, and I catch the scent of her perfume, an expensive and complex fragrance, with notes of jasmine, honey, and danger. "And what reputation would that be, exactly?"

      Before I can answer, her father clears his throat. "Perhaps we should sit down. We have business to discuss."

      Business. Right. I'm here to negotiate an alliance, not flirt with a woman who has more reasons to hate me than I have fingers to count them on.

      But as she slides into the booth across from me, business becomes the last thing on my mind.

      "So," Patrick says once we've ordered—salmon for her, steak for him, both of us Boyles sticking to liquid sustenance for now. "Dave, I believe you mentioned strengthening ties between our families."

      Dave nods. "Recent events have made it clear that we're stronger together than apart. The Argento family has been making moves in territory that affects both our operations."

      I watch Maeve as my brother speaks, noting the way her fingers drum silently on the white tablecloth. She's tracking every word, filing away information, calculating advantages. This woman is playing chess while most people are still figuring out checkers.

      "The Argentos are small-time," she interjects, her voice carrying the authority of someone who's done her homework. "Their biggest operation is a money laundering scheme through sex clubs. Hardly a threat worth forming alliances over."

      Dave raises an eyebrow. "You seem well-informed about their activities."

      "Knowledge is currency in our line of work." Her smile is as bright and as glacial as a frozen lake. "I make it my business to know who's operating in Boston and what kind of threat they pose."

      "And what's your assessment of the threat we pose?" I ask, genuinely curious about her answer.

      Those green eyes fix on mine, and the combination of emotions that flickers in their depths mesmerize me. There's pain and anger but there's also intelligence and passion.

      "The Boyle family?" She leans back in her seat, projecting casual confidence. "You control the docks, a global shipping company and a deluxe hotel chain. And that's only the legitimate side of your businesses. Plus, and you have connections that reach both coasts in America and all the way to Dublin and beyond. You're not a threat." She pauses for effect, I imagine, than sweeps in for the final blow. "You're the apex predator." Her words should sound like flattery. Instead, they are actually an accusation. Her father shoots her a warning look, but she ignores him. "The question is, what does the apex predator want from a family that's been... restructuring recently?"

      Restructuring. Interesting euphemism for the tragedy that cost Patrick his sons.

      "Partnership," Dave says smoothly. "Mutual protection. Shared resources."

      "And what would this partnership look like, practically speaking?" Maeve asks.

      Here's where things get complicated. Dave and I discussed this on the drive over—the alliance Patrick wants would traditionally be sealed with marriage. Old school, but effective. It ties families together with bonds that go deeper than contracts or handshake deals.

      But looking at Maeve O'Connor now, seeing the intelligence in her eyes and the steel in her spine, I'm wondering if anyone's bothered to mention that particular tradition to her.

      "Territory sharing in the North End," Dave begins, outlining the business aspects of the arrangement. "Joint ventures in shipping. Coordinated response to external threats."

      She nods along, but I can almost see the gears grinding inside her head. She knows there's more to this than what Dave is saying.

      "All very sensible," she says when he finishes. "Though I have to wonder why you need us at all. Neither the Irish Brotherhood nor the Syndicate is hurting for muscle or territory."

      The Syndicate. Few people in our inner circle are aware of it. This woman has definitely done her homework.

      "Intelligence suggests we have a common enemy," I say, deciding to test the waters. "Someone who's been using both our territories for operations we'd rather not allow."

      "Operations?" Her perfectly done eyebrows meet above her turned-up nose.

      "Human trafficking," I spit the words through gritted teeth, contempt vibrating in my low voice.

      The temperature at the table drops ten degrees. Patrick's face hardens, and a dangerous light flickers behind Maeve's eyes.

      "Dracul," she murmurs.

      The name hangs in the air like the acrid stench after a devastating fire.

      She knows about him, too!

      "Among others," Dave confirms. "Which is why unity makes sense. Divided, we're vulnerable to manipulation. Together, we present a united front that's harder to infiltrate or corrupt."

      Maeve remains quiet for a long moment as if processing the information. When she speaks, her voice is controlled. "My father mentioned this meeting was time-sensitive. Why the rush?"

      Patrick and Dave exchange a look. There's clearly something they haven't told me either.

      "There have been inquiries," Patrick says carefully. "Questions about both our operations from people who shouldn't be asking."

      "What kind of people?" I ask.

      "The kind who carry federal badges."

      Shit. That changes everything. If the feds are sniffing around both our families at the same time, perhaps someone has been feeding them information.

      "A coordinated investigation," Maeve murmurs, apparently reaching the same conclusion I did.

      "Which means…” I begin to say.

      She speaks over me, “Which means someone's playing both sides against the middle.”

      Which is exactly what I’m wondering.

      I complete her thought, “They’re using the feds as a weapon to eliminate competition."

      “Exactly.” Her surprised expression means she didn’t expect me to keep up with her fast thinking. She blinks a couple of times and focuses her probing stare on my brother and her father. “Who benefits if both our families end up under federal investigation?"

      "Dracul," Dave says grimly. "Clear out the established families, create a power vacuum he can fill."

      "Possibly. Or someone closer to home." Maeve's eyes flick to me, then away. "Someone who knows our operations intimately enough to guide federal attention to the right places."

      She suspects a mole. She's probably right.

      My phone buzzes with a text. I glance at it, expecting a business message, but the text makes my blood freeze.

      Security breach detected at warehouse 7.

      Multiple vehicles observed conducting surveillance on your property.

      Immediate relocation of sensitive materials advised.

      Tango Alpha Niner.

      Unknown number. But the code phrase at the end confirms it’s from one of our spotters.

      Someone is watching our operations.

      Someone with resources and patience.

      "Excuse me," I address the whole party as I stand. "I need to make a call."

      I walk toward the restaurant's side entrance, mind racing. If someone's conducting active surveillance on our facilities, this meeting just became infinitely more dangerous. They know where we are, what we're doing, and possibly even what we're discussing.

      I step outside into the cold Boston air and immediately dial our security coordinator, Ray Flanagan. Last year, he and his family went through hell at the mercy of Dracul’s people. Promoting Ray from Dad’s bodyguard to security coordinator was the least we could do. He works remotely from the West Coast. But there’s nobody better at what he does.

      “Ray? Tommy here. Talk to me about warehouse seven."

      "Not good. Three different teams, rotating positions every forty minutes. Professional grade equipment. They've been out there since noon."

      "Federal?"

      "Don't think so. It feels private sector."

      "Dracul?"

      "That'd be my guess. Want me to roll up on them?"

      "No. Pull back our people, secure the sensitive materials, and set up counter-surveillance. I want to know who these people are and who they're reporting to."

      "Copy that. Boss? This feels weird, like they want us to know they're watching."

      He's right. Professional surveillance teams don't get spotted unless they want to be. This is psychological warfare—a message that we're not as secure as we think we are.

      "Understood. Implement security protocol nine for all family members. Get word to Shelby and Jack. They need to know we're being watched."

      "On it."

      I hang up and lean against the brick wall, processing this development. Someone's escalating the conflict, moving from passive intelligence gathering to active intimidation.

      The question is: are they targeting just us, or are the O'Connors getting the same treatment?

      Instead of returning to the table immediately, I find myself walking toward the bar. I need a moment to process what just happened—both the security threat and the way Maeve O'Connor has managed to get under my skin in the span of a single dinner conversation.

      I signal the bartender. When he glances my way, I order, “Jameson. Neat.”

      He places the glass in front of me on the mahogany countertop, and I grab it like it’s a lifeline. I toss my head back, emptying the contents in one go. The amber liquid burns as it goes down. But it doesn't wash away the memory of Maeve’s green eyes dissecting me like I'm a puzzle she's determined to solve.

      This woman is dangerous. Not just because she's intelligent—though she clearly is—but because she sees things most people don’t. She sees right through the carefully constructed walls I've spent years building. When she looked at me across that table, I swore she was reading my fucking soul.

      And the worst part? I liked it.

      I shouldn't be attracted to Maeve O'Connor. She's the cousin of a man I killed. She’s the heir apparent of a quasi-rival family. More importantly, she’s the kind of distraction that can get a man like me buried in unmarked graves.

      But there's something about her. There’s a toughness as hard as steel beneath the silk. There’s a fire in her that she can barely hide. All that calls to something dark and hungry inside me.

      The bartender refills the glass, and I take a sip of the whiskey. After that disturbing phone conversation with Ray, I should be strategizing, creating a contingency plan to keep my family safe. Instead, I’m nursing another drink and thinking about Maeve.

      My hands are steady, my mind clear, but underneath the surface, I can feel the cracks starting to form in my usually unshakeable control. The woman has disrupted something fundamental in me. The careful balance I maintain between calculation and instinct, between strategy and desire. For the first time in years, I'm not sure what my next move should be.

      And that uncertainty is more dangerous than any surveillance team Dracul could deploy.
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      Tommy Boyle is exactly as dangerous as I expected him to be.

      But not for the reasons I anticipated.

      My eyes follow him as he excuses himself from the table. There’s a predatory grace in his movements as he stalks through the tables toward a side door. The subdued glint of the ornamental candles cast dreamlike shadows in his wake. Even in an expensive Armani suit, he exudes barely-contained violence. It’s a disciplined, controlled force that’s also ready to explode into action at a moment's notice.

      The Calculator. That's what people call him in Boston's underworld. Watching him now, I understand why. His gestures are measured, every glance is calculated for maximum effect. He assesses threats the same way I plan heists—with extreme precision and absolute focus.

      I bet he does everything thoroughly and methodically. He’s got all the marks of a perfectionist. It takes one to know one. And I am the ultimate perfectionist. I don’t half-ass anything. Either I dedicate myself, body and soul, to whatever I am doing, or I don’t do it at all.

      Tommy Boyle must be a dominant motherfucker in bed as well. The thought pops up out of left field in my head, stealing my breath away.

      I clutch the base of my throat in an attempt to calm down the erratic heartbeats pulsing there. My fingers find the silver pendant I always wear. My thumb traces the Celtic knot that Declan gave me for my eighteenth birthday. "For protection," he'd said then, fastening the chain around my neck with hands that were surprisingly gentle for someone so lethal. "And to remember that you're never alone."

      But I was alone when Tommy Boyle put a bullet in my cousin’s chest two years ago.

      I was alone when I got the call from Dad.

      I was miserably alone when I stood over his grave and swore I'd make Tommy pay for taking away the only person who ever made me feel truly safe.

      Now here I am, observing his killer’s broad shoulders move away from me, and all I can think about is how those ice-blue eyes seem to see straight through every defense I've built around myself. Instead of revenge, I’m flooding my mind with wicked images of large hands and long legs, black silk sheets and velvet covered cuffs.

      What the actual fuck? Focus, I chastise myself. Think strategically, not emotionally. Get your head out of the gutter and back in the game.

      I force my attention back to Dave and my father, who are watching Tommy's retreating figure with expressions I can't quite read. There's tension there, concern that goes beyond normal business anxiety.

      "Everything alright with your brother?" I ask Dave, genuinely curious.

      "Tommy handles our security concerns," he replies smoothly. "Sometimes that requires immediate attention."

      Security concerns. In our world, that could mean anything from federal surveillance to rival families making moves on one’s territory. But whatever the message he received contained, it was serious enough to pull Tommy away from this crucial negotiation.

      I study Dave more carefully, cataloging what I know about the Boyle family's power structure. Dave’s wife owns a global shipping company. Dave started and controls a deluxe hotel chain. As for the not-so-legitimate side of the family businesses, they lead the Irish Brotherhood and the Syndicate which, rumor has it, have operations on both American coasts and most of Europe and parts of Latin America.

      They're not just another crime family. They're an empire.

      And empires don't form alliances with weakened houses like ours unless they want something specific. Something they can't take by force.

      "While Tommy's handling business," my father says, drawing my attention back to the conversation, "perhaps we should discuss operational details. Dave and I think it would be beneficial if you helped Tommy coordinate our resources."

      The words hit me wrong. Not because I object to working with Tommy—though the idea of spending extended time with Declan's killer makes my skin crawl—but because of the way my father phrases it. Like I'm being assigned to assist rather than lead.

      "I'd be better suited to assess and neutralize security threats," I say carefully.

      Although Dad isn’t aware of this, I have experience with strategic planning. I’ve been leading my small groups of hustlers for two years now.

      My father's expression tightens. "Men are good at those kinds of things, Maeve. Your brothers were excellent at tactical planning and threat assessment. You should focus on what you're being told to do."

      The dismissal hits like a slap. My brothers. Always my brothers, even though they're dead and I'm the one who's been keeping this family's operations running for the past two years.

      “As you wish, Father," I say, keeping my voice level despite the fury building in my chest.

      But underneath the anger, something else is boiling. It’s dangerously close to the fear that's been growing since this dinner began.

      Fear about what else my father might be planning. What other traditional arrangements he might be considering to strengthen this alliance.

      My sister Keira is nineteen, brilliant, and studying at Shadowmere University. Beautiful enough to catch any man's attention, innocent enough to be molded into whatever kind of wife a powerful man in our world might prefer to have.

      I keep waiting for someone to mention her. To suggest that perhaps young Keira O'Connor would make an excellent match for one of the Boyle brothers. It's exactly the kind of thinking that men like my father excel at—using family connections to cement political alliances.

      But Dad is old school, while Dave’s generation might see things differently. In any case, no one has brought up Keira's name. No one has suggested marrying her off to Shelby or Tommy to seal this partnership.

      This situation is making me suspicious instead of giving me peace of mind. In our world, silence often means the real conversation is happening behind closed doors, between people who think they know what's best for everyone else involved.

      "Glad to hear you’re up for this,” Dave offers with a bright smile.

      That makes one of us, I bite the inside of my mouth to keep it shut.

      Dad beams at me like he’s won the fucking lottery. “You should contact Tommy tomorrow to arrange a meeting."

      Arrange a meeting? He sounds as if I'm some kind of secretary managing calendars and taking notes while powerful men take the lead. Dad is unable to acknowledge that I’ve got a good head on my shoulders, that I can make decisions on my own and succeed.

      I’ve never been the dutiful daughter. Bridget was. I’ve been had a short fuse and explosive temper. But after the shit that life has been throwing at us recently, I’ve been trying to cut my father some slack, trying to ease his burden.

      That level of self-control comes with a hefty price tag for me. It goes against every instinct in me. As my blood races in my veins, I breath longer and deeper, but the reins are slipping through my fingers. Everything inside me is rebelling against the role Dad’s trying to force me into.

      Losing my cool in front of the Boyles, virtual strangers, will make me look weak, childish. I can’t allow it.

      With a graceful dip of my head to the men, I unfold from the
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