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      You can run as fast as you can, but when the light flares in your face, you can no longer hide.
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      It was no wonder karma had made them all into her regular bitches. They were constantly provoking it.

      Gia Corey would kill for one day where she didn’t have to be the bad guy. Today had been shot to shit when revenge stomped its muddy hooves through a house of God. And it wasn’t even noon.

      Soft whispers echoed along with the soft tapping of seven pairs of shoes through the nearly-empty Holy Angels Church. She rocked her goddaughter in her arms and shoved away the heavy burden pooling in her belly. She'd been here twice in the past three months. The first time for Nelly's memorial service. Nelly. God, her name was a wound that wouldn't stop bleeding.

      Her murderer had not only taken away a beautiful, young life. With a bullet through her chest, he’d stolen the late-night calls, the gushing about hot guys Nelly had bumped into at the gym, and the crumbled Butterfinger bars during their girls’ nights. And the joy out of Mel.

      Today, they’d come together to baptize Carissa and Alec's twins. Baptisms should be happy occasions that bring families together. They should be about healing, not dealing with business or revenge. It was too much. Accusations clung to everything around the massive room. The stained-glass windows, with their biblical scenes, the flickering candles in their red glass holders, even the angel statue that stared right at her with condemning statue eyes. Instead of pressed in steeple form, the angel's fingers should be pointing at her, at all of them.

      She averted her eyes, her gaze colliding with Noah McLean’s sea-under-the-sunny-sky eyes. His gaze so hot it should have melted the clothes off her skin. The playful grin on his lips had nothing to do with anything holy. Instead of candle wax smell, she was sure sulfur would waft through the floorboards and the devil would drag them all down. She anchored herself in the soothing scent of chamomile that clung to the baby's skin.

      Her best friends, Carissa and Mel, whispered to each other. Carissa was no doubt dropping the same bomb on Mel that she had whispered in Gia's ears seconds before. Agent Davies had met his maker. Well, he had been given a ride to the station and put on the express train to hell. He'd booked the ticket when he’d sold himself to their enemy, with the help of a family member, to set up Carissa. Yeah, Davies had been dirty. Still, it didn't wash away the blood in Gia's hands.

      "Let's trade. Give me the baby and take my phone. I want to take a photo with Alec, Father Anthony, and the twins in front of the church." Carissa beamed. She was happy with her husband, twins, and the justice they'd taken into their own hands.

      Her friend kissed the top of her daughter's head and smiled when the baby's hand wrapped around one of her hanging curls. The tender, motherly gesture held none of the glee that darkened her hazel eyes when she’d learned of Davies' death. Carissa had become the proverbial lioness, willing to do anything to keep what was hers.

      They walked out of the church and it might as well have been another world. The contrast between the Gothic Revival exterior of Holy Angels and the brick and glass buildings around it had a whiplash effect on the senses. That was Manhattan for you.

      Gia went down some steps and snapped a few pictures while trying to assuage her conscience that yes, they’d done the right thing with Davies. She avoided looking at Noah, who couldn't seem to contain his lascivious looks, even in the presence of God. She shot him her best forbidding look but she was dying to put his hands, broad shoulders, sexy smiling mouth, and every inch of his six-foot-two body to good use.

      Carissa's phone went off in her hand, snatching her thoughts off their sinning trail. She waved it at her friend, who motioned for her to answer.

      "What did you decide? Can I count on you to ice the pig?" a booming male voice asked. It was Alonzo, an ally looking for a favor.

      A favor? That's a cute way of saying someone wants you to kill a cop for them.

      The sinking feeling threatened to bring her down but she exhaled. She wanted to tell him to do his own dirty work, but it wasn't a decision she could make on her own. "Can't talk right now. We're out communing. We'll call you."

      She hung up and shot her friends the "duty-calls" look.

      A few minutes before, Gia had become a godmother. The moment she stepped out of the church, she was back to being a criminal. Fucking yay. She and her friends didn't get to go home to put away the rosaries and bibles. They had to shed their individual personas, while still on God’s property, to become The Trinity, the most powerful force in New York. And yes, that shit took the shine out of everything.

      She signaled for the limo. At the top of the stairs, Carissa handed Brooklyn to her father and Mel placed Hudson in his uncle's arms. Noah mouthed the word “later” and Gia nodded. Yes, she would need a later with him.
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      On the drive to The Coven, the lounge The Trinity owned together, Gia kept to herself, contemplating about the move they were about to make. Killing a dirty cop who hurt them was one thing, but offing someone for the allusive friendship of a Detroit kingpin who would be indebted to them was a brand-new ball game.

      It wasn't who they were or who they’d always wanted to be. Life had irrevocably changed the three of them. Correction, the DeMateo brothers and Sebastian had irrevocably changed them.

      Still, they weren't bad people. They'd long ago decided, when they’d gotten in this business, that they wouldn't kill unless they had to. It hadn't even been two years and they were trying to cross that line.

      They'd made a name for themselves after taking over for their old mentor, Lucian, and taking out Hector to come in control of Los Salvajes. They'd won great and lost miserably, but the city knew their name. The Trinity. Now, with Davies on his way to Satan, it was cemented.

      She looked from one friend to the other, two people on different sides of the spectrum. Carissa, her mood as light as the blonde strands of curls crowning her head, chatted away. Mel's jet-black hair hung around her like a veil shrouding the grief etched in her features.

      "What's wrong?" Carissa asked.

      The car came to a stop and Gia shook her head. There would be time to share her thoughts. They moved through the deserted entrance that in twelve hours would be crowded with the fortunate few who were on the guest list and others hoping to catch a photo of their favorite celebrities.

      The Coven, which they had spent agonizing hours designing, was their sanctuary, their shield, and trophy. Though it was no longer as legit as they'd once dreamt. The polished floors and sleek seating were not fooling anyone. The deep-red, Moroccan brocade curtains were merely fancy veneers for bullet-proof glass. The office with its feminine chairs and the beautiful desk, crafted by Alec McLean's own hands, was a witness to promotions of people in their payroll, movement of narcotics, and demotions to hell. Even the soft, mauve paint on the wall was a silent accomplice, holding on to secrets that could land them all in jail.

      "We can't do this so soon. There are always repercussions," she warned, as if the other two women didn't know that.

      "Yeah," Carissa said. But her yeah might as well been a "so?"

      "You returned to New York again a month ago. We're still in the limelight over the mess in California. It was not the best time to off someone of Agent Davies’ rank and now you want to take care of someone else?"

      Mel made a sound between a grunt and duh. Carissa's eyes narrowed and she leaned forward in her chair. "The opportunity was there with Davies. We had to take it."

      "Not today, we didn't. It was reckless and we were lashing out on feelings, not thinking rationally. We're all reeling from Nelly's death and making decisions on the fly," Gia countered.

      "On the fly?" Carissa pushed to her feet, rattling the Queen Anne chair hard enough the ornate flowers in the pattern should have fallen off. "I would kill Davies a thousand times if I could. Because of him, my kids and I could have died. I would send anything and anyone that threatens them straight to hell. He was lucky I didn't have him disemboweled. Don't ask me to feel bad about it."

      Gia's stomach sank heavy and fast. Her friend's chin pointed almost to the ceiling and the light in her green eyes was sharp enough to draw blood. There would be no amount of talking that would make Carissa understand. Yet, she had to try. "It's not about feeling bad. It's a request to step back and think. We are getting way too dirty, too fast."

      "It was bound to happen. There's only so much skirting we can do before we show people what we're made of, that they can't fuck with us. I can't afford to step back. I need to keep my family safe."

      Carissa was probably perched too high on her soap box but she wasn't entirely wrong. They were all in too deep, muddier with each passing day. How long ‘til the quicksand reached their necks?

      Gia sighed. "I know but, killing a cop when Davies’ body is not even cold may be pushing our luck. That stuff just doesn't go away. And now we're going to do it again, as a favor to some fucking guy who now lives in Detroit? We have our own problems. There might be a huge investigation on Davies, not to mention the bad karma."

      "We're just getting a little ahead of karma. That bitch struck first way too many times. Besides, I'm tired of losing people, aren't you?" Mel's voice was soft and waned like a wick flame left near a window. Her gaze lost somewhere in the woven strands of the dark-honey, wood floors.

      Gia's hand rushed to her friend's shoulder. "Of course, I am. But an FBI agent was a big deal. Dirty or not. Now a New York City cop. Both men deserve it but we can get bit in the ass by going against the blue wall."

      Carissa's expression softened and she came around the desk on the other side of Mel. "Davies will never be found. This cop either. And we'll make an ally. Karma will have to find another way."

      "One enemy down, two to go," Mel said, the weight of her gaze falling on Gia.

      "And we have more to lose, so we can't fail. We need to focus and not go on side tangents. We should be concentrating on finding..."

      "Bas. You can say his name. The piece of shit who killed my sister is never far from my mind, ever. He will be next on the list, followed by that fuck-turd Declan." Mel's tone was coated in battery acid.

      Pain splintered Gia's chest. Declan and Bas needed to die and soon. "How is the search for Bas going on the McLean side?"

      Carissa shrugged. "Bas vanished. Alec is on edge and mobilizing everyone they have. They keep interrogating their people, going over every detail. No one knows anything."

      "He's good at pulling the wool over people's eyes," Mel spat.

      There would have been comfort on agreeing with her two best friends again if the subject had not been Sebastian. The murdering asshole made fools of both The Trinity and the McLeans and killed someone precious to them. Nelly had been as much Carissa's and Gia's, as she had been Mel's family. The three of them had practically raised her together.

      "Yeah, he fooled us but he also fooled the people who knew him. We didn't stand a chance. Now we need to concentrate on getting his ass. That's why we don't have time to be doing other people's dirty work," she said.

      Three soft raps on the door and Gon, their most trusted man, stepped in the room. His jeans were perfectly cuffed and fell in a category somewhere between young thug and dad jeans. Gon was about an inch above Carissa's head but corpulent without landing on obese.

      He always waited for them to address him. It wasn't lack of machismo on his part. He exerted that with his four different baby mamas. He extended the same respect The Trinity showed to his seniority, knowledge, and special skills.

      Carissa nodded at him.

      "We are all set. Say the word and it happens tonight." His voice was what the smell of Cuban cigars must sound like, rough, robust, and not at all off-putting.

      "How safe is this?" Carissa asked.

      "Good question. We don't need this shit coming to our front yard," Mel said.

      "Come on, a little confidence here,” Gon said, adding, “And plus, that little piglet has a long list of enemies. All the other members of the pigsty know he's shaking the trees but never shares the fruit."

      Carissa signaled for him to sit down in the vacant chair. "Outline the plan for us."

      Gon plopped on the chair with the finesse of a pasturing cow. He ran his thumb and forefinger along the mustache draping down the sides of his mouth. "We're going to pick him up at his side-chick's house, put him in a trunk and take him for a ride upstate for cremation and spreading of the ashes at sea. Sea, meaning down the toilet."

      Silence fell in the room and her two friends stared at her. They were satisfied with his answers and were leaving it all up to her. Their decisions were not always unanimous, but if they wanted to vote, they would've sent Gon out of the room. This was solely on Gia. She was the one who had an issue with it.

      Her stomach churned. She hated these decisions. She was never the one to say the last word and she couldn't shake the feeling that Karma wasn't far behind, waiting for her to slip. Yet, she couldn't punk out when both Carissa and Mel wanted this and Gon had laid out a solid plan.

      She nodded, harder than she wanted to but needing to make it clear.

      Carissa gave her half a smile. "Okay, go for it. Be extra careful."

      Gon stood up. "I'll let you know when it's done." He turned to Mel. "I can take you home when you're ready."

      Mel nodded. "Wait for me. I'll be right out."

      The door had barely closed behind Gon when Carissa pounced on their friend. "You're not coming to dinner? We're celebrating. I am having the staff make ribeye, rice, and acorn squash for all of us."

      Mel shook her head. "No, I'm going home to sleep. I'll be at The Coven tonight so the two of you can have the night off."

      "The lounge can run without us for one night," Gia insisted. Mel shouldn't go home alone.

      "One of us should be there. You worked last night all night and even helped at the bar. It's time the two of you stop babying me and for me to stop moping."

      "And stop avoiding Leo."

      Mel's eyes flickered with an emotion so intense it made Gia take a step back. It was gone as quickly as it came. "I'm not avoiding anyone. He and I are clear on what's up. Just let it be. But you should go find Noah. He's been sending you looks hot enough to burn all day. You people have no respect for the church."

      Wings of raw desire rasped against the walls of Gia's belly. It was true. Noah's looks turned hotter by the minute and after the way she had crawled into his lap, savaged his mouth and ground her hips against him in his car after he’d taken her home last night, she was more than ready to take their relationship to a more hands-on, clothes-tearing-lips-on-skin level. She was a bit frantic about it.

      She'd planned on talking to him about it, or not talking to him about it and jumping him. They'd had enough suffering, doom and gloom for a while. They were due for some good times and Noah...he’d be a good time. It didn't hurt that he was hot, got under her skin like a twister set off in her chest, and was a decent guy despite his line of work.

      She turned to Carissa. "Well, since I managed to give Gia something to think about, you should go find Alec and get some alone time too. I'm out. Love ya."

      "And she runs again," Carissa bit out.

      Gia scrubbed a hand over her face. "We'll get her next time. She can't duck this topic forever."

      "She'll try." Carissa sighed and paused at the door. "Let's go home to find Alec and Noah for that fancy ass dinner."

      She needed a distraction from grief, death, and having a friend thirsty for killing and another who refused to let her in.

      "Carissa, don't kill me but I'm going to bail too. There's something I've been meaning to do and I think now's the time."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      She lied, just a smidgen, to Carissa. She did plan to go see Noah but she couldn't do it in her current state. She needed to get into the right mind set first. She needed to give herself a brain rinse and put what they'd just done in a circle outside her space. She needed a little distance so she could think. More than anything, she needed the peace and closeness to her grandmother that only this place could bring her.

      Gia's haven was painted in vibrant colors; shades of orange, mustard, browns, and reds everywhere. She tilted her head up and inhaled the Moroccan Tajine blends, the fresh turmeric and hibiscus. Her grandmother's panacea, lemongrass, perfumed its healing softness into the air, welcoming her.

      Camouflaged by the old, gray-brick facade, her favorite place was a gymnasium-sized room where all scents known to man communed together. Whatever you may have wanted, no matter how obscure, you could find at La Marketa. Even if it was a small shrub that only grew in the farthest corner of Antarctica or as Mel's mom used to say, “Where the devil shouted three times and no one heard him.”

      Here, she forgot what she did for a living, remembered her roots, and indulged in her favorite past-time.

      She smiled, drawn by the nose to the fresh lavender piled over a table. She squeezed a stalk, crushing the purple flower bud in her fingers and brought it to her nose. She inhaled the peace that only nature's finest things could give and exhaled the knot she'd been holding in her belly since Carissa had dropped the agent news. Thank you, God, for this place.

      She grabbed a hand full of stems and waved them at the vendor. "I'll take this bunch for tea. I want you to make me a couple of jars of oil. And please take them from the top. I want your freshest ones."

      "I know you." The man shot her a chipped-toothed smile. "What is your base oil this time, Argan or Olive?”

      It was good to be known, sometimes. "I'll take one of each. I'll take the tea today and send someone to pick up the oils in two days. Oh, I'll also take a fresh hot pillow and four bars of goat milk soap, add rosemary."

      With a wave of her hand, she moved away and on to the tea hut. It was shaped like a yurt to delight the laymen and fool the cops. Two women were in there along with the owner. Gia approached the counter and asked for rose and turmeric tea.

      The owner raised a heavily drawn eyebrow. "Haven't seen much of you lately."

      "Hello, Beatrice. Let's just say it's been a long month."

      If this place were heaven, Beatrice would have been the Archangel Michael. She knew everything, everyone and could get you vanished from La Marketa with a word from the tongue she used like an avenging sword.

      "How's the mamacita doing?" Beatrice asked.

      Gia bit back a sigh. The real answer was, she really didn't know how Mel was doing. "She's handling."

      "Did the last tea work?"

      "She was able to sleep."

      "Sometimes that’s all you can do. You look like you've been sleeping well, though your energy is all over the place. No wonder you need that tea."

      "Yeah," she non-committed.

      "There's a glow on your skin, tho’. You've met a man."

      Beatrice had an uncanny ability to read people. When Gia said nothing, she laughed.

      "Is the tea going to be all today?"

      Gia shook her head and waited ‘‘til the other women left the store. She pulled out the ratty brown book her Nana Nettie had passed down to her and ignored the curiosity dancing in Beatrice's eyes. She found her bookmarked page and the ingredients she'd marked with a Post-It note.

      "I want you to mix stuff for me. I'm working on a drink.”

      “You mean a spell?” Beatrice asked, referring to the special drinks Gia made for the lounge.

      “Yes. I am thinking a euphoria-like haze. Like the person is dreaming. Use that Peruvian cactus we talked about last time. I don't want people to get sick after it wears off, so you’ll need a balancing herb and a soothing one like powdered peppermint?"

      Beatrice pulled a note pad and wrote it down. "You girls making a killing with those drinks at The Coven."

      Gia frowned and gave her a light shrug.

      "A lot of people are trying to figure out your spell recipes. A friend of mine came to ask if I knew how you made them. A club downtown is willing to pay a lot. I say nothing. You know I can be trusted." Beatrice's eyes strayed to the book.

      "That's why I only come to you."

      "And because you know I have the best, pure stuff, I don't make mistakes, and I find you Guinea pigs." Beatrice wrote out a receipt.

      "When what I pay you is not enough, you let me know."

      The old woman grunted. "You can be really cold sometimes. But don't worry, you and the girls helped me get my grandson out of jail when he got in trouble. He's going to college in the fall. I can't repay that."

      Beatrice loved her grandson. Gia had been on the other end of the kind of love only a Bear of a grandma could give. There was nothing like that love when you had it or as devastating when you lost it.

      "It will be okay. He's a good kid who did something dumb to prove himself. Tell me if they bother him again."

      She snapped her book closed and placed it back in her purse, retrieving her cash. "I want to debut the new spell next weekend. Get me three people by midweek to try it on."

      "Will do."

      Gia grabbed a couple sage smudge sticks. She didn't believe in cleansing like her Nana used to, but the smell was comforting, like their mornings around the kitchen island waiting for the biscuits to cool off. She picked out fennel and passion flower loose leaves. They would go well with the fresh lavender.

      Beatrice placed her turmeric and rose tea in front of her in a to-go cup and rang her purchases.

      "Who has been asking about my spells?"

      The other woman didn't look at her. "I thought you didn't care."

      "You know me better than that."

      "A couple of young guys have been asking around. They were waving cash."

      Gia grabbed her tea and purchases. "I added a little something extra in there. You can go to the casino on me."

      Beatrice rubbed her hands together. "I guess we know each other."

      In a way. But she kept that to herself. Now, she had to go visit the man that put the glow in her skin.
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      His list of sins reached a new high today but Noah McLean doubted God was still counting. When you kill people, move drugs around, and spend years screwing everything that moves, daydreaming of fucking Gia by the baptismal fountain at Holy Angels was minor. Minuscule. Modest.

      Yet, he breathed better out and away from the house of worship.

      The room had shrunk around him then, as did his bedroom now. And his pants. Gia stared out of the window and at the river view like she hadn't seen it thousands of times. Not from your room.

      "I guess it's just normal to pop a federal agent and baptize children in the same hour." Noah alternated between brooding and staring at Gia's ass. He struggled to choose the less painful option.

      Her marvelous ass, high on sculpted thighs, claimed his attention more. The view was obscured only by the pearly smile she shot him over her shoulder. It took over her face, her eyes, and his mood. Gia was a sharp ray of light in days filled with shadows.

      "Agent Davies had it coming," she said.

      "Not disagreeing, but what the fuck are a bunch of criminals doing in church like devoted members of a parish?"

      "Just because we do what's necessary, it doesn't make us bad people. Davies sold himself to our enemy. It's his fault Carissa had to run and Nelly's dead." Her voice dropped at the end. The pain echoed still too fresh, her words only half accurate.

      "Sebastian's the one that killed Nelly." God. Those words would always be a punch to his gut.

      "Everyone will eventually get what's coming to them." She turned from the window and crossed the room in a few precise steps. "I hate this. We have better things to focus on." Her breathy tone came laden with promises.

      Noah's world tilted and turned itself to face the sun, yanking him back into the moment, his room, where they were alone. His head, his body, his interest, his dick. Every part of him strained to salute her.

      Gia undid her belt and the wrap-around dress parted, revealing dark-red panties and bra. The barely-there, lace pieces draped over and wrapped around her hips and breasts as if carefully brushed over her smooth, chestnut skin. A smile played on her full lips, just as natural, twice as feminine, and so bawdy, it had to be at least a little calculated. It shot up the thermostat and sent the blood barreling down Noah's chest.

      His gaze roved over her body, searching for the perfect place to begin exacting his fantasies. He sneaked his hands inside the dress and grasped her by the back of the thighs. She wiggled away.

      "That tickles."

      Her eyes shone. Her mouth vibrant in a playful grin that didn't belong on one of the most dangerous women in all the U.S. of A. She’d once kidnapped him to send a message to his brother and managed to etch herself in him.

      "Have you been planning this for a while?" he asked.

      She stepped between his thighs again, took his hands in hers and guided them over her hips. "What makes you think that?" she asked between lingering pecks from her lips on his. Her nails raked over his arms and burrowed deep into his shoulders.

      "Man, had I known churches made you hot, I would have insisted we baptize those kids months ago." How the hell could he still talk?

      She laughed. "You mean instead of being a total pain about it?"

      His hands roamed over her ass and he pulled her to straddle his lap. "I'm a changed man. I'll start confessing and going to church every Sunday, if I get to have you for brunch after."

      His fingers dug into her thighs, but the way she was smiling at him, made him pause.

      "What?"

      She shook her head. "You're...Noah, again."

      His hands slid up and tightened around her back, his face buried between her breasts. He centered himself in the dark bergamot scent that clung to her skin and hair. Her scent stayed with him even when she wasn't around, just like her kindness. Gia’s comfort and teasing got him through the past few months. She’d never once held him responsible for Sebastian’s betrayal. Without her, he would have gotten himself into all kinds of trouble, if not killed. She’d become balance in his tumbled world.

      He stared into her wood-fired whiskey eyes. "You've kept me sane, Gia. I don't know what I would have done without you."

      She lowered her head until she was a breath above his lips. "Probably found one of your groupies to make you feel better."

      It was a joke. It had to be. How the hell could he have eyes for any other woman when she was in the room? "Would you have been upset?"

      She shook her head. "No, I would've just cut her and then you."

      Noah froze. There was a calm, collected coolness about her. She wasn't even blinking. It was a look of possession and damn him to hell, he shook with the need to flip her on her back.

      One second they stared at each other, the next he sank his hands into her hair, fisting and pulling. He dragged her mouth to his. His tongue barged into her mouth, and he swallowed the surprised hitch in her breath. She rocked in cadenced sways against him.

      He was about to get all of her. "I'm going to fu⁠—"

      Someone pounded on the door. She sprang off his lap.

      "Noah, you and Gia need to come out here right now," his bodyguard, Cristian, called from the hallway outside.

      Noah was at the door in two seconds and flung it open.

      "What's going on?" Gia asked behind him.

      Husky and somber-faced, Cristian filled the door frame vertical and horizontally. "You need to go downstairs now. Shit's going down."

      Fuck his life. What now?

      Gia moved past Noah and took off running down the stairs, still tying her dress together. Noah rushed after her. He could hear Carissa yelling at someone to find Mel right away.

      In the family room, his brother Alec talked on the phone, oblivious to their arrival.

      Noah's gaze drifted to the TV screen showing police activity in a dark alleyway. The ticker, in big bold letters, read Breaking News. Six People Dead After Drinking Happiness Elixir at exclusive NYC nightclub.

      Happiness elixir? "What the fuck is happening?"

      Carissa whipped around. “A bunch of people are dead and they were supposedly at The Coven last night. I just talked to Jamie, our cop connection. He says we need a lawyer and to start doing an inventory check.”

      One of the guards stormed the room, distracting Noah from the eyesore on the TV screen. "Cops are downstairs. They have an arrest warrant for Gia."

      She gasped, drawing Noah's gaze to her. Her skin had gone pale, her eyes huge.

      There was a warrant already and the cops were at the door. Something was very wrong. She was in danger.

      Everything hazed and his heart thumped against his ribcage. He wouldn't lose one more person. The next thing he knew, the cold grip of his Beretta bit into his palm.

      He blinked a few times. His gun was there, encased in his hand, free from his ankle strap. When had he bent over?

      Never mind that. He turned toward the door, ready and more than willing to shoot. "It’s a setup and they're not going to take her."
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      "I'll kill them all before they take you." Noah's words sent Alec and Carissa into chaos and Gia into a frozen shock.

      The cops were at the door looking for her and Noah stood, legs spread apart, locked and loaded, ready to fight for her like the prince in the romances she read every night before bed. Except, one carefully-placed bullet and bye-bye Prince Charming.

      It was fucked up but not the most fucked up thing to ever happen to her...not by 169 miles and more than fourteen years. But, you couldn't fault a girl for not anticipating the cops coming to arrest her only hours after the baptism of her best friend's children. You couldn't fault her for staring, like a Big Mouth Billy Bass. You also couldn't fault her for not having the time for bullshit.

      "Put the gun down, Noah."

      Desperation hung in the air, much like the sanity she strained hard to hold on to. It wouldn't be long before it slipped through her fingers.

      The slight swell in Noah's cheek told her everything she needed to know. Exactly how hard was he clenching his teeth? He wasn't putting the gun down. "No. They're not going to take you."

      She ignored the loud screeching in her head and tried again, this time channeling her grandmother's today's-not-the-day tone. "Don't do this. You're going to get hurt." Or get us all killed.

      He regarded her with a mixture of indulgence and a what-the-fuck look. "We just heard about the dead people and the cops are here to arrest you, Gia. How did they get a warrant so fast?"

      The cops are here to arrest you.

      It took seven words. Seven words to set her heart to painful poundings, to light up the remnants of her dreams, and combust her world.

      The white picket fence in her childhood's fantasy home morphed into gray metal bars. Instead of a sunny day in suburbia, her future looked more like an empty dystopian field.

      Six people were dead.

      The cops were downstairs with a warrant for her arrest, and Noah was willing to shoot whoever came through the door to take her.

      Unlike the fairytale fantasy of her childhood wishes, her life was more of a devastation and disaster zone. Something worthy of a FEMA intervention. She released a long sigh, looked in his eyes, and snapped. "Put. The. Fucking. Gun. Down."

      Her voice rose above Carissa's protests and Alec's orders to their employees. Her tone, cutting as a whip over soft hide, commanded everyone to freeze. Noah's gaze settled on her along with the weight of his anguish. He wanted to save her.

      Dear God, he wanted to save her.

      He just didn't know how impossible it was.

      Noah cared for her. That was something she knew, took to heart. Yet, in moments like these, when the cops were downstairs waiting to come get her, and hope was an epithet, it's hard to comfort yourself with the good intentions of others.

      "We can't shoot our way out of this, Noah. People will die, one or more, and we have enough problems already. Haven't we lost enough?"

      "I won't let you go to jail for something you didn't do. It has to be a setup." The soft, agonizing plea in his voice tugged at the bleeding strings of her heart. She'd lost Nelly, and almost lost Carissa and her twins. She wouldn't lose him.

      She held out a hand for his gun. He stared at it for a long time. Carissa and Alec left the room.

      Gia needed to make moves as well, not leave all the work to her friends, but her eyes, attention, and mind were on Noah. He'd been wrecked. Gone was the carefree man, with his teasing eyes and quirking mouth, that set her dreams afire. This guy in front of her was dangerous in a desperate, cornered-animal kind of way. Granted, a rugged, hot as hell, cornered beast, but a feral one.

      They didn't have time for this shit. She didn't have time for this shit.

      "Give me the gun."

      For a nanosecond, something hard and foreign flashed in his eyes. She'd hurt him, but she would rather see his feelings bleed than his forehead from a cop's bullet.

      In his frame of mind, Noah was more dangerous than the semi-auto in his right hand. Gia feared for him and for them all. They didn't need this trouble or more attention from the police.

      She was about to ask him again but he placed the gun in her hand and moved back, putting an emotional football-field between them with three single steps. She dumped the gun in the seat behind her and reclaimed the space he'd opened when he moved away.

      She took his hand. "Noah⁠—"

      Carissa rushed back in the room, wearing a jacket and holding another in her hand. "I just talked to our legal wonder. He says turn yourself in. We have an unmarked car two blocks away. We'll leave through the back. He will meet us there. Our special boys in blue are arranging for your protection inside. You'll be safe for the short time you're in there."

      Her stomach twisted once more. "Carissa, you need to stay home. The babies need you. I can do this alone."

      Carissa shook her head in that commanding, prohibitive way that’s innate to mothers. "Hell no. I'm coming with you. I left two messages for Mel to meet us there. The men will stay here."

      Color exploded over Noah's face. His hand tightened around Gia's. "No. I am going with you."

      "As he should," Alec said.

      "No, he shouldn't. At least not right now. Biermann thinks having you guys around will exacerbate a bad situation. There will be TV cameras and the last thing we need right now is for this to become a circus. Let's listen to our lawyer, for now," Carissa said.

      Alec stepped forward but Carissa held her hand up.

      Gia agreed. "None of you McLeans should be anywhere near this."

      "That's ridiculous. We have nothing to lose," Noah said.

      Carissa argued. "But we do. You're all in the eyes of the police for the shooting at your house. Biermann said we need to start establishing an image of innocence around Gia."

      We. Gia sent silent thanks to God, she had a we she could always count on.

      She tugged at Noah's hand, silencing the reply ready on his lips. "Please stay. I will feel better knowing you are here. We'll get this over with and come right back."

      Noah shot her a bewildered look. His unhappiness was clear as the California sky, but the emotion dimmed from his eyes. He pulled her against him and kissed her, giving her a taste of his pain and anger and of him, that dark, bold, potent flavor loaded with unfulfilled sexual promises that left her skin trembling. She allowed herself to get lost, for a second, in the citrus and woodsy notes of his cologne, let herself mold against the hard planes on his muscular frame. She wanted time to stand still and stay there with him and not face her world. She craved all the options that were not available to her.

      He pulled back but still held on to her hand.

      Promises, guarantees that she would be okay wrestled in her head, trying to shoot out of her mouth but none would come. Instead, she said what was easy. "I'll see you soon."

      His lips stretched into a line that tried to pass for a smile but refused to curve. Her chest shrank to the size a straw. The payback for what they'd done today had come quick and merciless.

      Karma was a quick bitch.
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      "The defendant will be remanded into custody.” The bang of the gavel whipped across the air, bounced off the walls, freezing both the defendant and prosecution tables, and zipping shut the murmurs of the crowd sitting in the stifling courthouse room.

      A remand meant Rikers, a place she wouldn’t allow in her thoughts during the night she spent in Central Booking, cushioned by the cops The Trinity firmly held in their pocket. But now, it had gotten way too fucking real.

      The announcement, combined with the fresh pain at watching Mel and Carissa restrained, was almost enough to send Gia to her knees. It was the only time she was grateful for the guards that flanked her on each side. They kept her from falling, forced her to move, and allowed her to lose herself to a world beyond feeling.

      That ended as soon as she walked through the gates of Rikers Correctional Facility. Only miles away but light years from the world The Trinity had built for themselves, the prison was a monstrosity, the opposite of the modern-style condo Gia just finished decorating with its enormous bookcases to house her ridiculous number of romance novels. Instead of swaying to the sounds of Buddha Bar’s latest album at The Coven, she struggled not to squirm at the seasoned inmates screams about “fresh meat.” She cringed at the rattling of wire fences from hands eager to get to her.

      "Look at the pretty little thing. I have a welcome package for you, baby," someone said. She kept her head straight, her eyes pinned to the entrance of the big, gray structure where she would spend an unknown amount of time. Whether five minutes, a week, a month or—her stomach quivered with dread—a year, it would always be too much time.

      The intake process smothered her hope. She wouldn't wish it on anyone. Well, maybe her ex-boyfriend. Two solid hours went by at snail pace, every minute making her wish more and more that she was high right now. Like they asked if she did on occasion. They took her picture, finger printed her, asked for a urine sample, and measured her height, weight, and probably her last bowel movement. The strip and cavity search was especially fun for her, given the jagged disposition of the officer performing the task. They told her the AIDS test was at her discretion. Yay, options!

      She was taken to the infirmary, in her new tan-colored outfit, where she spent the night alone with torturing thoughts that this was her comeuppance.

      She lay awake, courtesy of the Rikers Island soundtrack: bangs against metal and faint noises that ranged from sobbing to yelling to undeniable sounds of pleasure. Noah came to mind, not for the first time.

      He’d held her the day before when she’d paused at the church’s door, remembering Nelly’s service. He comforted her, the way she comforted him when he remembered his brother's betrayal.

      He was young, and fun and she loved that about him. Had she not seen what life can do to someone, how frail the existence of the young and impetuous could be, she could have entertained his bluster. She knew better. Still, what she would have given to be out, in his room right now, or at The Coven trying to make him laugh.

      What if he'd taken one of the poisoned drinks? That kept her up until the morning time when the guards came to get her. Her lawyer was there.

      The guards led her inside and left the meeting room. Andrew Biermann's calm demeanor, a full-on contrast to the loud dishevelment that was his outfit, gave her reassurance. He was the best. Yes, his glasses hung at the end of his eagled nose, his jacket was three sizes too big but you don't judge competence on trivial things. Andrew earned every penny of his large salary.

      Beyond him, Mel and her friend, Byanca. waited for her. Taller, and miles more jaded, Byanca could have passed for Mel's sister. Same skin tone, same black-almost-indigo hair, Byanca was way taller but Mel made up for it in attitude.

      The guards had barely closed the door and Mel was on her, whispering comforting words and reassurances. Gia couldn’t stop the sobs that broke from her throat.

      "Stop," Byanca said. Her frigid tone, made them jump back. "You can't cry anymore, Gia. You can't be soft in here. The women here would love
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