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            RAFAEL

          

        

      

    

    
      When did screwing become so tedious?

      Don’t get me wrong, I still enjoy pleasuring women—hearing them scream my name, feeling them writhe as I drive them out of their minds in ecstasy. But the sex itself can no longer suppress the restlessness that has taken up residence inside of me. A restlessness that has only grown since my oldest brother, Angel Reyes, known as the Devil of Madrid, bought himself a wife.

      Technically, they aren’t married—yet, but my two other brothers, Lazaro and Gabriel, and I placed bets on how long it’ll be before that changes. Angel may not realize he’s in love, but we do. We’ve seen the way he looks when he talks about her and noticed how his voice warms. It’s obvious to everyone but him.

      The bedside clock reads midnight. Time for me to go before I turn into a pumpkin. Pushing her cascading, red hair aside, I kiss the bare shoulder of the naked woman beside me. She’s beautiful. All the women I’ve bedded are attractive in their own ways, but beauty alone no longer holds sway over me. Throwing back the covers, I slip out of bed.

      “Rafael?” The woman stirs and flashes a sleepy smile. “Where are you going? It’s still early,” she purrs, sliding the duvet down to reveal her tempting form.

      My cock twitches, but that’s all it does. I’ve already taken her twice. And sad to say, it’s two times too many. If I were more of an asshole, I’d say it was because of her, but the truth is it’s me. I rub the center of my chest, but the annoying ache refuses to go away.

      “Surely you have time for one more round.” She runs a finger from her throat to her nipples, circling them until they harden, then trails lower through the tight red curls between her thighs. One finger dips into the wetness and she moans, rocking her hips.

      “Sorry, I have an early start tomorrow.” Half true, at least. In the morning, I’ll be surveying the businesses in what will soon be my territory, as soon as I kill the Bratva bastard currently running it. But I’m not sorry to be leaving. Quite the opposite.

      Her gaze travels my body, then locks on what hangs between my thighs. Even soft, my cock’s impressive, if I say so myself.

      “We could always make it a quickie.” She bites her plump lower lip in a practiced move made for seduction.

      We could but I don’t want to. She’s determined. I’ll give her that. But then a lot of women like her are when they’re trying to land me like I’m some kind of prized game fish. They want my ring, my name, the power that comes with both. Love is optional, for them maybe. Not for me.

      I always believed I’d know the second I met the woman I’d marry. It’s not something I’ve ever shared with my brothers. They’d take the piss out of me, as the Brits like to say, but that belief has never wavered. Until that day arrives, I keep one rule with my bed partners: never spend the night.

      Feigning disappointment, I say, “I can’t. Duty calls.” I brush the back of my knuckles across her soft cheek. “Get some more sleep.”

      “Fine.” She gives me a mock pout, eyelids already drooping. “Call me later?”

      A grin is my only response. She takes it as a yes. It isn’t. I’m always clear with them before a bed, a couch, a counter or a wall comes into play. I don’t lie, and I don’t make any promises—ever! Because when I give my word, I keep it.

      I scrub a hand over my face, scoop up my suit and the package of remaining condoms from the floor, then head for the shower. In short order I’m dressed and out the door. She doesn’t wake to say goodbye and I don’t bother. We’ve had our fun and said our farewells. We both knew the score. There will be no regrets. My itch is temporarily scratched and she gets to talk about her night with the Savage Kingpin. It’s a win-win for both of us…except it no longer feels like a win to me, only a waste.

      Plucking my phone from my pocket, I call my second-in-command.

      The call is answered in one ring. “Jefe?” Boss. Julio’s sleepy voice comes on the line.

      “Pick me up. We have a lot of work to do today.” Or at least we will once the sun comes up.

      “I’m waiting for you outside.” There’s humor in his voice.

      And this is why Julio is my second-in-command.
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      Later that day…

      

      Boris Ivanov

      I’m in the middle of breakfast when my second-in-command, Sasha walks into the kitchen.

      “Pakhan, we have a problem,” he says without preamble.

      Shoving another piece of sausage in my mouth, I ask, “What is it?”

      “Rafael Reyes is in your territory.”

      My fork clangs as it hits the table. “Doing what?”

      Sasha’s legs quiver, but he doesn’t step back. “Driving around, surveying the area like he owns it.”

      Bellowing, I shoot out of my chair. It hits the floor behind me. “Where is the bastard now?”

      Sasha relays his location.

      Does he know my niece works there? It would seem too much of a coincidence for him to be so near otherwise. Is he planning to kidnap her? If so, he’ll be disappointed. She’s not the leverage he expects. I wouldn’t care if her killed her, but it would be bad for business to let him get away with it.

      “Has he gone to the clinic?”

      “Nyet.” No. “He’s a block over photographing businesses.”

      “Good.” I flip my chair back up and take a seat, then resume my meal. “Send a team out to intercept him. Make sure he doesn’t get anywhere near it.”

      “Right away, Pakhan,” Sasha says, then leaves.

      When he’s gone, I pull out my phone. It rings once. “Is everything okay there?”

      “Yes,” the woman on the other end of the line says, her voice softening.

      “Are you alone? Can you talk?”

      “No, I’m with my friend.”

      “Understood, then make sure your expression remains natural. We wouldn’t want to upset her.”

      “Of course,” she says in a flirtatious tone, then ends in a laugh. It’s easy to imagine her twirling her blonde hair around her finger as she speaks.

      She’s beguiling, which makes her perfect for the role I assigned her. Befriending the clinic staff lets her be my eyes and ears, while no one suspects a thing. I only made one misstep. I should’ve only fucked her once, but sometimes my appetites demand more. Now she has it in her beautiful, ambitious head that she’ll be my queen, and she doesn’t seem to mind who she has to step on to get there. I haven’t corrected her erroneous assumption because she’s occasionally useful—and not just when she’s on her knees sucking my cock, which I have to admit she does expertly.

      “There may be trouble in the area,” I say. “I’m taking care of it now but just in case it spills over stay alert. If you spot anything unusual, go to the designated location. When you arrive, just wave and the men there will know what to do.”

      “Understood,” she says, then pauses. “See you later?”

      I sigh, but my traitorous dick perks up. “Da.” Looks like I’ll be fucking her again.

      She giggles and hangs up.

      

      Rafael

      Who knew becoming a billionaire kingpin would require more than sitting behind a big desk, looking menacing, and barking orders?

      My brother Angel, the leader of the Spanish Royal Bastards Mafia, makes it seem like that’s all there is to it. He conveniently forgot to mention the mind-numbingly boring part that requires hours of driving through rundown neighborhoods littered with vacant and small businesses. I need to determine which ones will work as money laundering fronts, underground gambling locations, illegal goods’ storage areas, and which ones should pay for protection.

      Of course, my men could do this, but I like to get the lay of the land, especially when that land is about to become mine. This block, like all the others in this part of the East End of London, looks the same. The Germans flattened it during the war, so it had to be rebuilt with whatever materials were available, which meant a lot of brick. The area is now nothing special. Tatty small businesses. No stand outs, which is what makes it perfect.

      Our SUVs roll to a stop and my men and I file out. All but my second-in-command, Julio. I send him and a small team over to the next block to scout the area and make sure it’s all clear, while my other soldiers and I survey this street, film it and make notes. I like to be able to study things later at my leisure.

      Black sedans in London are as common as pigeons, so I pay little attention to the first one when it rounds the corner at the end of the street and makes its way toward us…until it opens fire.

      Bullets ricochet off the pavement at my feet and ping off the armored door of my SUV as I dive for cover. Damn Russians. There’s a reason no one likes the Bratva. “Take cover!” My shout is drowned out by another barrage of shots.

      My men and I return fire. A bullet tears through my right arm, then another. I snarl. Who’s firing? My head swivels but I can’t locate the shooter.

      “Rafael, behind you!” One of my soldiers, Juan Vasquez yells, firing at our assailants.

      Cursing in Spanish, I swing around and drop one of the Bratva soldiers, who had managed to flank us.

      Bang!

      There’s an anguished cry to my left followed by another gunshot. The second Bratva soldier falls. At the same moment, Juan crumples to the ground. From my position on the opposite side of the SUV, I can’t tell if he’s dead or just wounded.

      Reloading, I continue to shoot at the two black sedans. With all the noise, I expect to hear police sirens, but there are none. The people here know better than to phone the authorities, know they’re owned by the Bratva. There’s only one authority in this neighborhood—for now, and that’s Boris Ivanov, the Pakhan of the Ivanov Bratva.

      More bullets rain down like angry hornets as Julio and the men I sent with him arrive to even the odds. When the Bratva soldiers realize they’ve been flanked, they spill into their vehicles and speed away, laying down suppressing fire as they retreat. As they turn the corner, the shooting stops and the silence is deafening.

      I crouch beside Juan and feel for his pulse. Nothing. His warning saved my life. “Gracias, mi amigo,” I murmur. “May the devil give you a penthouse when you arrive.” His loved ones will want for nothing.

      When my family decided to carve out a chunk of territory from the Russian Bratvas in London, we knew they wouldn’t relinquish the areas without a bloody fight. Losses on both sides were to be expected. But some losses are harder to take than others.

      The dead soldier Juan shot lies not far from his prone body. He looks to be in his twenties but given the lifestyle it’s hard to say. Is this Sasha, Ivanov’s second-in-command or just another foot soldier? Snapping a photo of his face, I send the image to my tech team so they can verify his identity.

      There’s a moan from the soldier I shot. I walk over to where he’s lying on the pavement, bleeding out. “This is for Juan,” I say, and put a bullet through his head.

      There are enough bodies strewn throughout the street that it’s going to require a cleanup crew.

      Fuck!

      Blood flows steadily from the two bullet holes in my arm. I think one is a graze, but the other needs to come out if it’s not a through and through. I consider keeping the injury from Angel but it’s only a matter of time before he finds out.

      As I reach for my phone rings, it rings. Angel’s name lights up the screen. As the oldest and the head of the Spanish Royal Bastards Mafia, Angel likes to be kept abreast of encounters, especially ones that end in a gunfight.

      I curse, then plant a smile on my face before answering. “Hola, mi hermano.” Hello, my brother.

      There’s a pause. “What the hell happened?” he asks without missing a beat.

      “Happened?”

      “Rafael.” A warning.

      “There’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Really? According to our team, there was an ambush and you’ve been shot! If there was nothing to worry about, you wouldn’t be using your ‘stay calm brother everything’s fine voice’,” he says.

      It’s my turn to hesitate. I didn’t realize I had that vocal tone. I’d have to be more careful in the future. “Don’t know what you mean.”

      He sighs. “Rafael, I’m about to hang up and video call you.”

      It’s my turn to exhale. “There was a bit of a bother as the Brits like to say.” I wipe the blood off my hand onto the back of my trousers, only to have my palm fill up again.

      “Define bother? I thought you were just surveying the neighborhoods, not poking a hornet’s nest.” I can almost hear him grinding his teeth as he tries and fails to be patient.

      “I was. I swear. How’s your purchase doing?” I tease to distract him from my current predicament. My brother is the last man who’d want to buy a woman from an auction, the last man who’d want to purchase a woman period, but like the dead Bratva at my feet, things don’t always work out as we plan.

      “Lazaro is worse than an old washer woman,” he grumbles, though his love for our youngest brother softens his voice. “Now, stop changing the subject.”

      “That good, eh?”

      “She’s…we’re…I’m dealing with her,” he growls. “Now answer the fucking question.”

      “Relax. Everything is okay. I’m fine, but I need a cleanup crew.”

      “Nothing is fine if you need cleanup,” he snaps. “You and your brothers never listen. I told you watch your back around the Bratva.”

      “One of my men did that for me and paid with his life.” There’s steel in my voice.

      “How bad are you hurt? Before you make up a suitable lie, you should know that I’m on my way.” Gone is my big brother. Now I’m talking to el Jefe, the leader willing to rain hell down upon anyone who harms his family. I suspect he’ll still be the same once my brothers and I have our own territories to run.

      “Not necessary. My injuries are no worse than usual,” I reply, then fill him in on what occurred. “I suspect the ambush is a decoy to lure our resources away from our newly acquired East End warehouse.”

      “It’s possible.” His voice hardens. “It’s not going to work.”

      “It will if you insist on coming here to check on me. Go to the warehouse. I’ll take care of this mess.”

      “You’re certain you are okay?”

      “Sí.”

      “Fine,” Angel says. “Did you at least get Boris?”

      Clenching my good fist, I grind out, “No. The coward wasn’t here. As is his custom, he sacrificed his men in his stead. Given the amount of bullets they wasted, they weren’t of the mind to talk or negotiate.”

      “And you’re sure he’s not among the dead?”

      Glancing at the smattering of bodies littering the ground, I say, “Positive. There’s no one here your age.”

      “I am not in my fifties,” Angel barks.

      “Sorry, mi hermano.” I laugh. “Sometimes I forget.”

      He exhales as if surfacing from a great depth. “How many times were you hit?”

      “One and a half.”

      Another exaggerated sigh. “You’re supposed to dodge the bullets, not catch them,” he tries a familiar joke, but I can hear the concern in his voice.

      “Where’s the fun in that?”

      “Rafael,” a warning.

      “I know. I know. Estoy bien. Or I will be fine in a moment.” There’s an animal clinic on the next block over. It may be closed. I check the time for confirmation. Not that it matters. “There’s a place nearby that’ll have all the supplies I need to patch myself up, until I can get home and have our doctor examine me. Perhaps I’ll even manage to get some payback for this skirmish, while I’m at it.”

      “Maybe you should leave payback for another day and just get what you need and go home.”

      “The Bratva owns the clinic.”

      A pause. “What do you plan to do?”

      “I’ll patch up my arm, then do what I do best. Burn the place down.”

      Angel chuckles. “Spoken like a true dragon,” he says. “Don’t take too long. You don’t want to give the Bratva’s men time to regroup. The cleanup crew is on its way. Stay safe.”

      “You, too.” My head spins when I disconnect. Damn blood loss.
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      “Are you sure you’re going to be okay for the next few days?” Valerie Castiano, my boss at the veterinary clinic where I’ve worked for two years, asks for the third time as if I’m some untrained newbie.

      I open my mouth to reply, but as usual she interrupts before I can.

      “The clinic is scheduled to be closed next week. You’ll only need to open if it’s an emergency, but still…your uncle would kill me if anything happened to you or this business.”

      Unfortunately, she means that quite literally, since my uncle is Boris Ivanov, the local Bratva Pakhan that runs the East End territory. Although why he would bother taking umbrage is beyond me. He is a not-so-silent partner in hundreds of businesses. This one is nothing special. And it’s not like he ever had time for me after the death of my parents.

      I am an unwanted nuisance, someone to be seen at certain social functions so I can meet his various work colleagues but never heard. And the less I’m seen the better, which is fine with me because the beefy, brusque, tattooed men he introduces me to all seem interchangeable in my mind.

      Even though I’m old enough to make my own decisions, I put up with his heavy-handedness because he controls my inheritance until I turn twenty-five, and he’s the only close family I have left.

      He tells me I should be grateful that he’s allowed me to work at one of his legit businesses—allowed me, as a woman, to work period. That wouldn’t have been the case had I been his daughter. Bratva daughters are only good for two things, strategic marriages and popping out babies. Since my father, Boris’s only brother, forsook life in the Bratva, I’m viewed as less than useless.

      Hence why I’ve been working as an underpaid veterinary assistant for the past two years and not prancing around like a mafia princess. Who has time to prance these days? Not me.

      The phone rings. Kathryn Harris, our receptionist and one of my few friends, picks up the receiver. I can’t hear what she’s saying, but just like the earlier phone call she received whoever she’s speaking with must be special because she’s smiling and twirling her hair again. When she hangs up, her face is glowing and she gathers her things to leave.

      “Hot date?” I ask.

      “The hottest.” She does a little shimmy and I giggle. Before she goes, she pushes a gossip magazine across the counter toward me and taps her finger on a photo, then waggles her eyebrows. “Enjoy your evening, Sadie. Are we still on for tomorrow night?”

      Smiling, I say, “Yes, I’ll pick up the popcorn and chocolate. You bring the wine and takeout.”

      “Great! See you tomorrow.”

      Kathryn and I get together every other week at my flat for a girl’s night bitch and gossip session. As my closest friend, I look forward to our evenings since she makes me laugh harder than anyone I know and always has the best gossip. It’s also nice having someone I can talk to, who isn’t afraid of my uncle and understands what I’m going through. Probably helps that she doesn’t know him. I used to want to go out—okay, I still do, but Kathryn says she sees enough people at work and prefers to stay in. So, we stay in.

      She pauses at the door. “Have a great vacay, boss.”

      “Thanks, Kat.” Valerie gives her a tight smile. “No doubt you’ll keep a close eye on things.”

      “That’s what I’m paid to do.” Kathryn flutters her fingers in a silly wave.

      “I’m aware.” Valerie’s grin flattens to pancake levels as she watches her go.

      Once Kathryn is gone and the front door shuts, my boss turns her attention back to me. “You need to listen carefully.”

      “Okay.”

      “I won’t be here to look out for you. Be careful while I’m gone.”

      Not sure why she thinks I need looking out for. I’m always careful—boringly so. Maybe she’s just stressed about the trip, since this is the longest she’s been away from the clinic.

      “Boss, I’ve got this.” I infuse as much confidence as I can into my voice to reassure her. I know how much the clinic means to her and she knows how much the job means to me. “If there’s a major emergency, something I cannot handle, I have Dr. Singh on speed dial. Just try to enjoy your vacation.”

      “Good. Good,” she says distractedly, staring out the door at the street.

      I’m not sure she even heard me. Travel jitters? While I give her a moment to collect herself, I thumb through the gossip magazine Kathryn passed me. I’d love to say it was left behind by one of our clients. I did my best to make it look that way, but the truth is I bought the rag when I caught sight of the Spanish Royal Bastards on the cover.

      Who are the Spanish Royal Bastards?

      They are the Reyes brothers: Angel, Lazaro, Gabriel, and Rafael (cue internal sigh). They’re also the latest mafia to move into London, joining the Russian Bratvas, the Cosa Nostra, various Asian factions, Irish gangs and the British firms, who’d already set up shop. Everyone knows those groups are the ones who really run the city, not the police. The police work for them.

      These latest arrivals from Spain are causing quite a splash and not just due to the blood they spill on the pavement as they battle the Bratvas for chunks of territory. No, the Reyes brothers capture the imagination for an entirely different reason. They’re all gorgeous.

      I’m talking drool-worthy, panty-slinging, make-me-swoon, marry-me-and-let-me-have-your- babies hot. And as embarrassing as it is to admit, I’m a little obsessed with them. Well, not all of them, specifically Rafael Reyes. He can take my V-card any day. I’d offer my virtue to him on a silver platter, even if the act would give my Bratva uncle a coronary.

      The goss in the neighborhood is that Rafael himself is looking to expand his territory and take over London’s East End, which my uncle currently controls. If that happens, maybe I’ll see him around high street. Just the thought of it makes me giddy.

      Valerie clears her throat. “Are you listening?”

      Blushing, I realize my boss hasn’t stopped speaking and I’ve been off in fantasy land, daydreaming about Rafael. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Didn’t I just warn you to be careful?”

      “I am being careful.”

      “No, you’re not. You’re openly gawking at these men without knowing who’s watching.” She glances at the closed door. “The last thing you need is for anyone to question your loyalty.”

      The color drains from my face. She’s not threatening me. She’s reminding me that the appearance of loyalty is everything to my Uncle Boris.

      Changing subjects, she says, “I wouldn’t ask, but you live so close and are available.”

      That’s the same excuse she uses every time she needs someone to work late, do extra jobs around the clinic, or come in on their day off. By someone, she always means me. And by close, she means I live above the clinic in a small postage-stamp sized flat, which my uncle makes me pay rent on. As for available, it’s her polite way of saying I have no life.

      It’s true. I am a twenty-two-year-old virgin, part-time university student, who dreams of one day becoming a veterinarian. I appreciate all the hours she gives me, but the schedule leaves little time to take more than two classes, much less date.

      The closest I come to having a social life is drooling over photos of Rafael. And yes, I’m aware that the likelihood of me meeting him is on par with me discovering a new planet in another galaxy while blindfolded and even if I did manage that impossible feat, he’d be verboten, but a love-starved girl can dream.

      Always thought when I went off to Uni it would be my chance to break out of my shy, sheltered existence, meet someone amazing, and lose my virginity, perhaps all on the same day, but so far it hasn’t happened. The second any male finds out who I am they suddenly have important plans they forgot about. And even if one of them bravely asked me out, with my schedule it’s unlikely I’d have the time before graduation, which at the rate I’m going will be twenty years from now.

      Not for the first time I wonder if my boss keeps my schedule packed on purpose to please my uncle. If I ask, would she tell me the truth? Doubtful. “What do you want me to do?”

      Valerie adjusts the spangly bracelets on her wrist. “Keep an eye on Sherlock. I’m worried about him.”

      My brow furrows. “I thought he was doing better.”

      “He is,” she says. “But given his breed that can change in a blink.”

      “Have you heard back from his owners?”

      She shakes her head. “If they haven’t phoned by the time Viktor and I return from our holiday, we’ll have to call the RSPCA to retrieve him. In the meantime, I need you to monitor him tonight and through the weekend. Make sure he eats and evacuates his bowels. If his breathing changes, call Dr. Singh. Will that be a problem?”

      “No problem at all.” Not like I have plans aside from a streaming cable marathon and my girl’s night.

      Sherlock is the most lovable, cockeyed English bulldog I’ve ever met. Sure, he gets a little anxious around any kind of excitement and will sometimes let out a nervous pee or a nasal hair melting fart, but otherwise he’s totes adorbs.

      Two days ago, my boss performed emergency surgery on him to remove a bowel obstruction. I’d assisted. The surgery had been a success, but Sherlock is still experiencing the side-effects of anesthesia. Given a bulldogs’ breathing issues, we don’t want to take any chances, even if it is looking like his owner isn’t coming back, which unfortunately is not uncommon. There is a reason why I prefer animals over people. My attention strays back to the glossy image of Rafael. Okay, most people.

      My boss glances at the magazine again and sighs. “You look at him any harder and that image is going to be burned into your retinas.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” Seeing Rafael wherever I looked would be no hardship. I snap a picture of the photo and set it as my screensaver.

      “You’d better hope your uncle never sees that.”

      Huffing, I say, “He doesn’t care what I do.”

      “It may not seem like it, but he does. Trust me. He has big plans for your future.”

      Gooseflesh rises on my neck. “That sounds ominous and not at all to my liking. What kind of plans?”

      “Plans he’ll share with you when he’s ready.”

      So, either she doesn’t know or she’s not willing to tell me. Both are cause for concern.

      Valerie’s lips purse as she studies the picture of the Reyes brothers. “I don’t know what you see in them.”

      Was she blind? “Seriously?”

      “Fine, but those men are too old for you. Your crush looks old enough to be your father.”

      Not quite but close. “I’m sure there are a lot of women in this city, who’d be more than happy to call Rafael Reyes, daddy,” I mutter under my breath, but my boss catches my snide remark.

      She looks at me askance. “I never thought of you as someone with a daddy fetish.”

      “I’m not.” I loved my father and my mother and still miss them dearly. I am not looking for nor do I need a daddy replacement, which suits my Uncle Boris just fine, since he has no interest in being one.

      “Glad to hear it.” She smirks and leans over the counter to get a closer look at the magazine. “What are they saying about your Romeo this week?”

      “Who he’s dating, which seems to change daily.” I shrug. I’m not jealous. I’m not. “What charity event he attended, what designer suit he’s wearing, who made his signature amber tie, you know, the usual. They say he’s looking to claim the East End territory for himself, if so, it’s not going to make Uncle Boris very happy.”

      She blanches. “That’s not in the magazine, is it?”

      I laugh. Like the mafia would allow their business to be printed for all to read. “No, I just overheard a few people talking about it the other day at the coffee shop.”

      “People are openly discussing the Bratva that way?” Valerie looks horrified. “That kind of gossip could get someone killed.” She glances around the empty reception area as if someone might overhear us.

      My uncle isn’t known for his mercy, only his ruthlessness. He operates in the shadows like a corrupted Batman and only steps out when he smites someone. And he smites a lot.

      Concern pinches Valerie’s face. “You better hope those gossips are wrong,” she says.

      “Why?”

      “Because if your Romeo succeeds it’ll be your funeral. The Reyes brothers aren’t going to allow any Ivanov to live. They cannot afford to do so. And if he goes up against your uncle and fails, it’ll be his funeral.” She nods to Rafael. “The Bratva Pakhan hasn’t held onto his territory for twenty-five years without being cunning.”

      Just the thought of anything bad happening to Rafael leaves me in an odd panic. I’m aware of the absurdity of worrying about a man I don’t even know and likely never will, especially one whose reputation for savagery is on par with my uncle’s, but there it is. “Do you think they’ll go to war?”

      Valerie shrugs. “Only if he tries to take your uncle’s territory,” she says. “The last person that attempted to do so ended up in pieces in the Thames River. They still haven’t found all of him and likely never will.”

      Fear wraps its sticky tendrils around me. I want Rafael to keep all his pieces where they are, thank you very much.

      “That’s why men like him are far too dangerous for a girl like you—not that your uncle would ever allow you to date someone like that,” she says, then adds, “Marry, maybe, but
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