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Bruised and bloodied on Boston’s mean streets, Chris O’Brien is desperate to live after barely escaping a hit placed on him. Needing a safe haven, he finds himself at the home of a girl from his childhood, Molly Lachlan, before he has fully considered what it would mean to involve her in his mess.

Allowing Chris inside her home, means letting him – and danger – into her life, but Molly can’t bring herself to turn him away. It’s not just his bad boy charm she finds irresistible – it’s the soulfulness and sorrow that she’s never seen before. And, despite the heart-stopping risk that comes with helping him, she hopes against all reason that he’ll stay

The stakes are dangerously high . . . and the passion is seriously intense. Follow the exploits of the Sons of Steel Row in Dare To Run and Dare To Stay.
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___________________

CHAPTER 1

___________________

CHRIS
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Sometimes you’ve got to take a look at your life—a good, hard, brutally honest look—and admit that somewhere along the way, you fucked up big-time. Just as importantly, sometimes you had to accept that the reason you were in an alley, bleeding and dying behind a busted-up Laundromat, was because, those choices you made? The screwups, the wrong turns, all the things you wish you could take back?

Yeah. Those were the reasons why you deserved this.

To die alone, as violently as you lived.

I turned my head to spit out blood, painting it across the dirty concrete wall next to me, and laughed at the almost–smiley face it made, because why the hell not? But my laugh made my aching ribs hurt more than before, so it ended on a groan. Clutching my ribs, I gingerly rolled over and glowered up at the sky. The uneven cement under my back dug into my already sore spine. The docks were nearby, the smell of week-old garbage and rotting rat corpses the only thing surrounding me.

The moon was absent tonight, and there wasn’t a cloud to be seen in the sky. The stars shone down on me—never changing, always steady—mocking me with their bright futures. While I probably wouldn’t last the night.

Because I tried to kill my best friend . . .

And he let me live.

Lucas Donahue should’ve killed me instead of just shooting me and cracking my ribs. He was the closest thing I had to a brother, and I’d engineered a bloody coup that had nearly cost him everything. He should have shot me down in cold blood, should have put me down like the rabid dog I was. I deserved it. But instead, he showed me mercy. He let me walk away.

What the hell was I supposed to do with that?

The moment he let me walk out of his apartment, a crumpled-up, bloody note in my hand giving me everything I wanted, I knew I’d made a huge mistake. I never should have attacked my blood brother to get ahead in a gang that—more likely than not—would end up killing me, anyway. I’d stupidly wanted to show my pops that I could be a harder man than he was. That I could beat him at his own game. Be cold. Ruthless. A killer.

I was all those things, but not to Lucas.

Betraying Lucas was the single biggest regret in my life. Normally, I didn’t wallow in the what-ifs or the shoulda-beens. I didn’t waste my damn time with what I could have done or what I could have been. But if I could go back in time and undo all the shit I’d done to Lucas . . .

Man, I would turn that damn clock back so quickly, it’d snap in half.

The bloodstained note in my pocket burned against my thigh. It named me Lucas’s successor, just like I’d wanted. And just like I’d wanted, Lucas was out of the picture, out of the gang. When his younger brother, Scotty, had shown up at his place, gun in hand, I knew that, no matter the outcome, I wouldn’t win.

But truth be told, even before that, I knew I’d made a mistake.

Lucas had looked at me with hope, thinking I’d come to help him, and part of me had died back in that apartment with the rest of the men who’d dared to attack Lucas. When he realized I was the mastermind all along . . .

There was no coming back from that.

It had been too late.

Too late to say, “You know what, man? Never mind. We’re cool.” The second Lucas found out I was trying to kill him to move up the ranks, I was a dead man, whether he pulled the trigger on his gun or not. All along, I’d thought our friendship was more a friendship of convenience at this point. That Lucas had used his connections to me and Pops to get into the gang, and he’d remained friends with me because he couldn’t afford to lose that connection.

But the betrayal Lucas had felt hadn’t been feigned, and he’d chosen to let me live even after I’d tried to rid the world of him. My own father would have laughed and shot me in the face, but not Lucas. And that’s when I’d realized in trying to prove I was the better man, I’d become my father.

The one thing I despised more than anything.

Angry at what I had become, I’d lashed out at Lucas. Tried to get him to pop me, to put me out of my misery. But he hadn’t. He’d done the honorable thing and let me live. He hadn’t wanted to kill me, even after all the shit I’d done to him. He’d told Scotty to let me walk away . . . and I had.

Now with Scotty’s help, Lucas was gone.

Dead. Only he wasn’t. By now, he was probably miles outside of Boston, and away from this slum we called Steel Row—while I would die in the worst section of Southie, knowing I had put power above brotherhood.

I should have lived the life that Lucas led. He was the type of guy who put friends first. Family first. The type of guy who saved a guy’s neck, even if that guy had just tried to kill him, because he’d made a promise he’d be blood brothers with him when they were kids.

And here I was, a fucking fool.

Any minute now, my phone would ring with the news of Lucas’s “death,” and I would be expected to be shocked. Raging. Grief stricken. And the thing was, even though he was alive and well . . . I was all those things.

Because I’d become a monster.

I laughed again. “Rest in peace, Lucas Donahue.”

As if on cue, my phone buzzed in my pocket. Wincing, I dug my sore fingers into my pocket and pulled out my iPhone. Squinting at the screen, I sighed. It was Tate, the head of the Sons of Steel Row, my gang. Time to put on a good act. “Hello?”

“Where are you?” Tate asked, his voice hard.

I struggled to sit up, resting my back against the concrete wall, right next to my bloody smiley face. “I ran into some Bitter Hill guys, and they did a number on me. I’m just trying to recover a bit before I head back in. Why? What’s wrong, sir?”

“We just got bad news . . . about Lucas.”

I rubbed my forehead. It hurt like a bitch. I didn’t know what Scotty had or hadn’t told him yet, so I didn’t want to say too much. “Where is he?”

“I’m sorry, but he’s gone.” Tate made a growling noise. “Fucking Bitter Hill took him and his girl out. They burned the place down, leaving nothing but bones and ash, but the dental records match. Lucas is dead.”

I blinked. How the hell had they managed to pull off a damn dental records match—and so quickly? I’d hung around after the attack to make sure Lucas and Heidi actually kept their word and left. They had. Scotty had waved them away with a smile. They weren’t dead, and yet . . . oh shit. Son of a fucking bitch.

It all made sense now.

Scotty had seemed too quick to agree to keeping my secret. And when he came barging into Lucas’s apartment, the way he’d held the gun had been telling. It had screamed his true identity, clear as day. And the way he stood, all straight and at attention, with a firm grip on his pistol—like they teach at the academy. Scotty was a fucking cop.

In the eyes of Steel Row, that was worse than what I’d done. It was worse than a betrayal. Beyond a death sentence, it was a mutilation sentence.

If I told Tate about this, Scotty would be dead within the hour, and no one would ever find all the pieces that would put him back together. My position in the gang would be more secure than ever before, if I helped take him down. I would successfully take over Lucas’s position, and Pops would finally be proud of me.

It was the perfect way to secure my future.

But it was Scotty Donahue, Lucas’s little brother . . .

The brother of the man I’d wronged.

“Chris?” Tate said, his voice raised. “Are you there?”

I must’ve been silent too long. But my shock over Scotty’s occupation would double as my grief over Lucas’s demise. I cleared my throat. “Y-yeah. I just . . . I can’t . . . I’m gonna fucking kill them all. Every last one. Right now.”

“No.” Something slammed down on wood. More than likely, on Tate’s walnut desk. He loved opulence as much as I loved women. “We need to be smart about this. We’ve got enough cop focus on us right now, and we don’t need more by bringing a gang war down on Steel Row. All that’ll do is land our asses behind bars. I think we’ve all done enough time.”

There it was. The opening to mention my suspicions about Scotty’s side job as an undercover. It would be so easy to do. A hell of a lot easier than shooting Lucas had been. “What am I supposed to do? They killed my best friend. I . . . I . . . shit. I can’t let that go.”

“You have to, until we have a foolproof plan. Until then . . .” Tate slammed something else down, and I heard someone speak in a low voice. “Okay, yeah. Your pops called in from the airport. He suggested you take some time to yourself, and I agree. Lie low. Heal. Drink. Fuck it out of your system. Whatever works for you.”

I gritted my teeth. Of course my pops immediately assumed that I was weak and would need time to heal. And worse than that, if he knew I’d tried—and failed—to kill Lucas, and that his death was a ruse, he wouldn’t be so quick to protect me. “Are you sure? Don’t you need me there? I mean . . . Christ. Lucas.”

“I know.” Tate sighed. “You do you; we’ve got this. We’ll make plans, and when we have anything concrete—”

“I’ll be the first to pull the trigger.”

“I promise,” Tate agreed.

“Thank you, sir,” I said, glancing down at my blood-soaked T-shirt and brown leather jacket. If I didn’t sew that bullet hole up soon, I would go from dying to dead. “I appreciate it.”

“Sure thing.”

The line went dead, and I dropped my hand to my thigh. Simply holding up the phone took too much effort. Hurt too much. But it was nothing compared to the guilt trying to choke the life out of me. Banging my head on the wall hard enough to see stars all over again, I said, “Son of a bitch, Scotty.”

Didn’t he know how much danger he was in by doing this? By pretending to be in the gang, while reporting back to the Boys? If Tate found out about Scotty . . .

Gritting my teeth, I struggled to my feet, wavering.

I’d lost a lot of blood, and unless I truly wanted to die in this alley, I needed to get moving. There was a closed pharmacy in the swanky part of town, outside of Steel Row, that Southies generally avoided. But this one was in the Sons’ employ, thanks to Pops and his fondness for gambling. If I could get in the back door, I could grab supplies and pain meds, stitch myself up, and then . . .

Then what?

Fuck if I knew.

Trust that Scotty, the cop, didn’t turn me in to Tate? Trust that he wouldn’t tell the man of my deceit and betrayal? If he told them, they would kill me, no matter what Pops said. I would be a dead man. And, even worse, what if Scotty used the other side of his advantage—and turned me in to the Boys? Told them all the shit I’d done, and locked me away behind bars? Or, conversely, I could tell Tate about Scotty’s dirty little secret first, and be responsible for yet another “disappearance” in the Donahue family.

Or . . . I could just hide out.

Wait and see how all this blew over.

Nothing good ever came from rash decisions, and after the death of four Bitter Hill guys, there was more than likely going to be some reaction. And that backlash would come right back to me. I’d sworn Phil and his men to secrecy when I hired them to take Lucas out, but that didn’t mean they hadn’t blabbed to someone.

Men like them always did.

I stumbled down the alley, each step hurting more than the last. Lucas had kicked my ass within an inch of my life, and he should have killed me. I should have been dead. Maybe I’d just lie down and wait to bleed out. It was a fairly peaceful way to go, for a guy like me. I could just let my blackened blood spread across the grimy cement until nothing remained of me but a dried-up shell.

But that damn survival instinct in me refused.

I’d fucked up big-time by betraying my best friend—that much was true. But to just give up and let the devil drag me to hell? I couldn’t do it. And Scotty, fool that he was, had a lot riding on this whole affair, too. If he wanted to remain undercover, he would need me to back his story up. Vouch for him.

If he told them I was there, too, I needed to agree.

It was the only way to keep Scotty whole.

I had to play my part. Tate and the rest of the guys at Steel Row would expect me to be vengeful, bitter, and upset. I could do that. I might be too late to make it up to Lucas, to let him know how sorry I was for what I did, but I could save Scotty.

Because I owed it to Lucas.

It was a small thing to do, really. Not even close to big enough to make up for all I’d done, or the lies I’d told in my quest for power and Pops’s approval.

But it was something.

And it had to be enough.

Rounding the corner, I clutched my bleeding shoulder, breathing heavily. The world spun in front of me, and I rested against the rough brick. I needed a few seconds to gather some strength.

To make sure I didn’t pass out—

“Well, well, what do we have here?” a man said from the darkness. I recognized that voice, dammit. Reggie, a lieutenant in Bitter Hill, was the only other man who knew about my plot to kill Lucas. Therefore, he was the only man who knew why Bitter Hill guys had died, and how. He probably hadn’t shared that information, because working with Steel Row would get him and Phil killed, too. “Chris O’Brien, bleeding and alone.”

I smirked. “Reggie, great to see you, man.”

“Where are my men, O’Brien?”

“Yeah, about that?” I shrugged, ignoring the pain blazing through my shoulder from the small gesture. “Turns out, Lucas isn’t as easy to take down as I thought. It got ugly, and there were losses, but he’s dead.”

Reggie rubbed his jaw and walked closer, his black hair as black as his eyes. He walked behind me, and I stiffened. I didn’t like anyone at my back. Especially not guys like him—guys like me. “Let me guess. Steel Row thinks we’re to blame while you’re free and clear of all blame?”

“Shit if I know. Haven’t heard word yet. I’m kinda recovering from the op, in case you can’t tell.” I straightened and pushed off the wall. “But as soon as I hear who they’re looking to pop, I’ll let you know.”

Reggie chuckled. “Yeah. Sure you will. You must think I’m a fucking fool.”

Well, actually . . . “Nah, man.”

“Why should I believe you?”

I shrugged, even though it hurt. “Why not? You lost some men, but you took down Lucas Donahue. I call that a win.”

“Know what I call a win?” He flicked a finger, and two guys came out from the darkness. “Kill him, and make it painful.”

He walked away, not bothering to turn around to see if his men followed orders. I reached for my gun—till I remembered that Lucas had taken it from me. “Shit.”

Reggie’s guys grinned, and one pulled out a Glock with a silencer on it. “Any last words?”

I’m sorry, Lucas. “Yeah.” I inched closer and forced a grin. The man’s hold on his weapon trembled, and I knew I could take him. A man who hesitated was a man easily overtaken. “Never fuck with someone who’s got nothing to lose.”

I threw myself at him, and we hit the ground with a bang—literally. The gun went off, and it miraculously hit the man who’d leapt forward to help his buddy. He hit the ground, convulsing and choking on blood. The guy under me cursed and let loose a mean right hook that solidly connected with my nose. I rolled to the side, blinking away the impending blackness, but I would be too late.

I really was going to die in this alley . . .

And I deserved it.


___________________

CHAPTER 2

___________________

MOLLY
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It’s a Saturday afternoon, and you’re in school grading papers. What are you doing with your life, Molly? “Teaching, and shaping little lives,” I muttered to myself.

While that was true, I also knew I was lying to myself. I was here, on my day off, because I needed a distraction, and being home alone hurt. Blinking, I returned my focus to the papers on my desk. A blue-and-red cat, with bright green eyes, glowered back at me from my desk. I’d told the children to color in the creature to match what they thought a cat should look like, and this was what the adorable little Johnny had drawn. I didn’t know whether to be impressed with his open-minded creativity, worried that he’d seen a cat like this at some point, or happy that he’d done such a great job coloring between the lines.

So I drew a smiley face and moved on to the next cat.

It was gray with blue eyes, and perfectly realistic. Another smiley face.

Sighing, I leaned back in my chair and glanced out the window, rubbing my forehead. Well, crap. It had gotten dark somewhere between the colorful cat and all the ones before it, and the skies were black without even a hint of color to them.

That meant it was time to head home.

I would pour myself a full glass of Elmo Pio Moscato and forget all about the fact that, five years ago today, I watched my only surviving parent, my father . . . die. Force my mind away from the memories of a ruthless gangbanger who had decided to hit up the Quick-E mart where my dad had stopped to pick up milk. And I wouldn’t remember that my father had saved the life of a mother and her small child . . . and paid with his own in the process.

All because a gangbanger had to prove he was a ruthless killer.

And the ironic thing was, after Mom died from cancer when I was nothing more than a toddler, Dad had spent his life trying to help men like the one who killed him. Trying to rehabilitate them, show them a better way to live.

It had, quite literally, killed him.

Well, point proven. The gunman had taken everything from me that day, and there was nothing I could do to change that. I was alone, and Dad was gone, and . . .

And, yeah.

That pretty much covered it.

A knock sounded on my door, and I glanced up. “Come in.”

“Hey,” another kindergarten teacher, my friend Hollie Yardley, said. “I wasn’t expecting you to still be here. You heading out soon?”

“Yeah, I think so. Now, actually.”

She smiled. “Want to go out? Rachel and I are going to the club to dance and to drink a little. Maybe find a hot guy or two to flirt with. You in?”

That was pretty much the last thing I wanted to do today, the anniversary of my father’s death, but I forced a smile, anyway, because I liked Hollie. “Thanks, but I think I’ll head home and catch up on The Walking Dead instead.”

Hollie didn’t lose her smile, but I saw the look in her eyes. The one that said I never did anything but head home to watch TV. But that was my life. It was my happy place, and it was where I wanted to be. Why go out at night, with all the killers and creeps of the world, getting hit on in some shady bar by some shady guy, when I could be tucked in on my couch with a glass of wine and my orange cat on my lap?

No, thank you.

“All right, maybe next time?” Hollie said.

I nodded. “Totally.” Liar. And we both knew it. “Let me know.”

After she left, I rubbed the aching spot between my eyebrows again. Okay, so yeah. Maybe helplessly watching my father bleed out all over a white sidewalk had done things to me. And maybe those things made it hard for me to go out in crowds and have fun, or be outgoing and make lots of friends like Hollie did. And maybe I thought it was crazy to get drunk in public and assume no one would take advantage of a person’s slow reflexes and heightened pheromones.

Some people might call it paranoia.

I called it staying alive.

Swallowing hard, I pushed away from my desk and stood. I didn’t usually come to work on a Saturday, but all the kindergarten teachers had banded together to decorate for spring, since spring break started on the following Wednesday. Since the sun had gone down hours ago, I pulled out my Mace. I wasn’t in a bad section of town. In fact, I made it a point to never go anywhere near Steel Row, a crappy section of Southie where murder and mayhem ruled—where my father had been murdered—but still.

You could never be too careful.

Life had taught me that the hard way, in blood. Don’t take unnecessary risks. Always think things through. And for the love of God, don’t put yourself in dangerous situations or try to be a hero. Being a hero got you killed.

As I walked down the empty, darkened hallway, a door slammed behind me, and I jumped, pulse racing. As I spun to glance behind me, Mace held at the ready, I accidentally dragged my hand across a jagged, broken corner of a cubby, slicing it open.

“Son of a—” I cut myself off. “Beetlecracker.”

There might not be kids here on the weekend, but I didn’t feel like losing my job because of an ill-timed curse and a shocked first grader. Shaking my stinging hand out, I glanced down at it. Blood dripped from the wound already, so I curled my fist tight. The nurse wasn’t in the office on a Saturday evening, and she always locked the door when she left, so I was on my own. Looked like I would be making a stop on the way home.

Thanks to my stupidity.

What would Dad say if he knew I’d grown scared of my own shadow? This wasn’t the life I wanted or the life he would have wanted me to have. He’d spent his life helping people, and I couldn’t even help myself. I needed to stop looking over my shoulder and start looking ahead. Starting now.

“You better be listening, Molly,” I whispered to the empty hallway.

Shaking my head at the fact that I was talking to myself, even though I did it all the time, I made it out of the school without any more bodily harm. Sliding into my car, I rested my injured hand on my lap and started the engine. It roared to life, filling the silence that surrounded me. Usually I liked silence. It soothed me. But tonight . . . it didn’t.

I should have gone out with Hollie.

The ride to the pharmacy passed quickly. Hopping out of the car, I wrapped an old Burberry scarf around my palm so I wouldn’t leave a blood trail all over Doc Rutgers’s white tile floor. Leaning down, I reached for my Mace . . . but stopped halfway. Enough being scared because on this night five years ago my father died. Enough with being afraid to take chances, and trying to be half the person my father was.

All being frightened got me was a cut hand.

It was time to make a change in honor of my father.

Slamming my door shut, I walked up the pathway to the front door. The lights were on inside, but the pharmacy appeared to be empty. I paused at the door, the hairs on the back of my neck rising. It felt like . . . like . . . someone was watching me. Like somewhere, out in the darkness, someone waited for the most opportune moment to . . . what?

Licking my lips, I called out, “H-hello?”

No one answered. Because no one was there. Duh.

Shaking my head at myself, I yanked on the front door, but it didn’t budge. Frowning, I cupped my hands around my face, wincing at the pain it caused me, and peered inside. What I saw sent an ice-cold chill racing through my veins and down my spine, paralyzing me momentarily.

Something red was smeared all over the floor by the first aid aisle, looking like one of my students’ finger paintings. Gauze was strewn all over the floor, as well as hydrogen peroxide, thread, and . . . a sewing needle. Behind that was an open bottle of water and an empty orange pill bottle with the lid off. White pills were spilled out into the blood, like Cheerios in red milk, and all I could do was stare because—

Someone had broken in to Doc Rutgers’s pharmacy, bled all over the place, and stolen drugs. If that person didn’t want to go to the hospital to get fixed, that meant one of two things.

Someone wanted by the law, or had been shot by someone who was. After all, no one went to the hospital with a gunshot wound unless that person wanted to be questioned by the police.

And whoever it was might still be here. With me.

Covering my mouth, I backed up slowly, breathing heavily. As I moved away, something fell on the road behind me. Gasping, I whirled, automatically reaching for my Mace. It, of course, wasn’t there, because I’d picked tonight of all nights to grow a pair of girl balls. Just great.

Scanning the shadows surrounding me, I searched for any signs of danger. Aside from the noise—which could have been anything at all—there was nothing. Focused straight ahead, I backed up, hand still over my mouth. If there was a bleeding criminal somewhere out there, well, I didn’t want to meet him in a dark alleyway, thank you very much.

As a matter of fact, I didn’t want to meet him at all.

A groan broke the stillness but quickly was cut off. I froze, heart racing, and didn’t move. It didn’t take my Harvard education to figure out where that pain-laced groan had come from . . . or from whom. It was directly next to the pharmacy, about three feet away from me. As I watched, eyes wide, a man stepped out.

Well, staggered out was more like it.

He moved forward another step, and another, one unsteady foot in front of the other, holding a scary-looking gun in his right hand. His dark brown hair was the only thing I saw of his features, and he was tall. Easily six foot three. Muscular. Tattoos. Written letters across his knuckles that spelled out Steel Row on both hands and that struck a memory that I couldn’t quite place. As if that wasn’t enough to let me know what gang he belonged to, he wore a dark brown leather jacket that announced him as a member of the Sons of Steel Row as clearly as a red bandanna announced a man as a member of the Bloods. Steel Row was a neighborhood filled with crime and poverty, ruled by a ruthless gang. They called themselves the Sons of Steel Row.

At least I would have an accurate description to give the police . . .

From the afterlife.

Not daring to move, I willed myself into invisibility. He had his head lowered and hadn’t turned my way yet. If I was lucky, he wouldn’t. He’d stumble off into the darkness and leave me alone. And I could slip away to—

Slowly, the man lifted his head.

It seemed as if it took a lot of effort on his part. Almost too much. And he took so long to do it that by the time he lifted his head completely . . . I knew exactly why those tattoos and that brown hair seemed so familiar. And I also knew why I hadn’t turned around and run yet. Instinctively, I must’ve recognized him.

Chris O’Brien. Killer, gang member, and the devastatingly handsome boy next door.

Despite his ties to Steel Row, his parents lived next door to me. When I was fifteen, they bought the biggest house in my opulent neighborhood—which happened to be the one closest to ours. Everyone knew their money was dirty, just like everyone knew it was best if we all kept our mouths shut about how we felt about that matter. And their son, Chris, was as dangerous as he was sexy—and believe me, that was saying a heck of a lot.

The man was pure sexual tension and hot gazes.

He’d moved out when he turned eighteen, but after my father died, he started showing up on my property whenever he visited his parents on the weekends. Every Sunday afternoon, he did some small favor for me, even though it was quite a hike from my house to theirs. He’d mow the lawn, or wash my car, or pressure wash the windows.

I always thanked him with a smile, but I never encouraged him. Never gave him a reason to think his benevolence would get him anywhere, because it wouldn’t. Not with me. If I succumbed to the desire he made me feel, it would be like sleeping with the enemy. But still, he was attractive in a way I couldn’t deny, no matter his proclivity toward killing people. His dark brown hair and dark brown eyes were haunting in their obvious suggestion of the fact that he wasn’t a good man. And his tattoos were stark against his pale skin, as was the scruff that covered his jaw.

His hard, square, unyielding jaw.

It would be too hard, though, if it wasn’t for the fact that he had a dimple in his chin. Something about that soft dent, that charming little flaw, made him more human. But I knew better. He was more monster than human. All men like him were. Deep down, beneath his acts of neighborhood friendliness and that devastatingly handsome smile . . .

He was a killer. He would always be a killer.

But he was hurt.

Blood ran down his arm and soaked the spot on his shoulder where there was a hole in his jacket. He was pale, even in the darkness. Bruises were forming under his eye, and his nose appeared to be broken. He looked like he’d been hit by a truck, and lived to tell. But trucks didn’t shoot bullets, so they were innocent of this crime.

He’d been shot.

My heart wrenched, and I wanted to help him, but it would break my rule of not letting him get too close. Men like him left devastation in their wake, and I didn’t intend to be a part of that. Didn’t intend to be yet another victim of his. He lived in his world, and I lived in mine. The two didn’t mix. Just like we didn’t.

But he was bleeding.

Breath held, I backed up a step, hoping he couldn’t see me in the darkness. The second I moved, he lifted the gun and pointed it at me. “Whoever you are, get the hell out of here and forget you saw me, or I’ll shoot. Go. Now.”

I held my hands up, not moving.

I should have done what he said to do. Turn around and walk away. When a man held a gun at you and told you to go? You went, and you didn’t look back. You got in your car and drove away before he changed his mind and shot you.

And this wasn’t any man. This was Chris O’Brien.

But he was weak.

I lifted a foot, about to follow his instructions, but froze. What would my dad have done? Would he have walked away, or would he have helped a man who clearly needed it? Of course, I already knew the answer to that question.

Licking my lips, I did the opposite of what Chris had told me to do. I honored my dad’s memory and did what he would have done. I stepped closer. “C-Chris? It’s me. Molly Lachlan.”

The gun didn’t waver. He blinked at me. “Molly?”

“Yeah.” Another step. “See? It’s me.”

Again, the gun held steady. “Shit.”

“Are you okay?” I asked, my voice low and as unassuming as I could make it, considering the circumstances. “I mean, I know you’re not okay. I can see you’re injured and bleeding and you broke in . . . But are you okay?”

He laughed, the sound as harsh as the sight of his ashen skin was. “No. I’m not okay at all.”

“I’m sorry.” I swallowed hard. “Do you need some help?”

“No.” He finally lowered the gun. His hand didn’t tremble, or shake at all, despite the fact that he seemed seconds from death, and he sagged against the building as if the effort of standing up was too much. “Just go home and forget you saw me.”

When he turned to me, my heart sped up. Even weak and bleeding, the man had an irresistible sexual pull that was impossible to deny. I didn’t move. “I can’t leave you here.”

“Sure you can.” He gestured toward my car weakly. “You just walk back to your fancy car, start it, step on the gas, and keep going.”

I hesitated, but shook my head.

For some reason, I grew surer of my decision to stay. Something instinctively told me that while Chris was a dangerous guy, he wasn’t a danger to me. I took another step closer, under the streetlight.

He lifted the gun again, pointing it at me. “Don’t make me make you leave, Molly. Don’t make me threaten you. Just go.”

Then again . . .

“You’re not going to shoot me.” I held my hands up, my heart racing so fast it hurt, because even though I was about ninety-nine percent sure he wouldn’t, there was that one percent that was screaming at me to hurry up and run. “But if you want to, go ahead. Pull the trigger. I can’t stop you.”

He didn’t drop his gaze, and a muscle in his cheek ticked. The gun stayed pointed at me, ever steady, and there was a coldness in him that I’d never seen before that made me fear for my life. Maybe I’d overplayed my hand in an attempt to honor my father’s memory. To make him proud of me.

And I might pay the ultimate price.

“Dammit, Princess.” But he lowered the gun and shook his head. “Why are you so sure I won’t shoot you?”

Princess? Where had that come from? “I don’t know. I just am.”

“Well—” His gaze fell to my hand. “You’re bleeding. Why are you bleeding?”

“What?” I glanced down at it in surprise. Somewhere in between finding the blood smeared all over the store and discovering it was Chris who had done the smearing, I’d forgotten all about the whole reason I’d come to the pharmacy in the first place. “Oh. That. Yeah, I cut myself on the corner of a cubby. I came here to get some gauze and tape.”

“Here.” Chris tucked the gun into his pocket and reached into the other one. Stepping closer, he held out gauze and medical tape. “Take it. I got the last of it.”

I blinked at him, my gaze locked on his blood-covered shoulder and on the red that had seeped all through the front of his shirt and down his hand. He was literally bleeding out, and he was worried about my hand? “No offense, but I think you need it more than I do.”

“I don’t give a damn about me.” He shook it, glowering at me. “Take it.”

Reaching out, I did as I was told. Our fingers brushed against one another, and I gasped at the surge of electric desire that pulsed through my veins. He stiffened, and I wondered if he’d felt it, too. Jerking back, I put a little more distance between us. Far enough that I couldn’t smell his woodsy, manly cologne—or his blood. “Thank you.”

He collapsed against the building, a small groan escaping him. “I have a question.”

I gripped the tape tighter. “What is it?”

“Do you think all people can be saved?” He frowned up at the sky. “That they could possibly change for the better after doing horrible things?”

I thought about the man who had killed Dad. I was pretty sure he couldn’t be saved. For years, I’d tried to humanize the man. Maybe he had a family he needed to provide for, and the only way he could do so was by joining a gang. Or maybe he was homeless and needed a family, so the gang took him in. I’d thought if I did that, if I made him noble in some way, it would be easier to accept my father’s death.

It hadn’t been. It had only made it worse.

So my only answer for Chris was “I honestly don’t know.”

“Yeah.” A small laugh escaped him. “Me neither.”

He glowered up at the stars. His hard jaw was covered by dark stubble that begged to be touched. I couldn’t help but wonder if it would feel soft underneath my fingers, or if it would scrape my skin. And for some reason, I really wanted to find out.

But he was a killer.

Finally, he broke the silence. “Go on. Get out of here.”

I should go. Take my medical supplies, get in my car, and forget all about Chris O’Brien . . . and the fact that he was clearly too weak to take care of himself. But the thing was, I couldn’t stop thinking about his question. If he was wondering if all men could be saved, then maybe he wanted to be saved. Maybe he wanted to be better. I wasn’t a huge believer in fate or divine intervention, but maybe my father had guided me to this alley tonight for a reason. Maybe I was supposed to be here, helping this man.

And he was hurt.

Tonight, Chris had shared his limited medical supplies with me, and he had spent years doing things for me while asking nothing in return. I guess it was a case of like father, like daughter, because there was no way I was going to turn away from a guy in need. No way I could walk away from Chris. Not when this might be the moment that defined his future choices. All he needed was a little push from someone who cared enough to push. And, inexplicably . . .

That someone was me.


___________________

CHAPTER 3

___________________

CHRIS

[image: image]

I glared up at the darkness above us, breathing heavily, refusing to look at Molly. Orion and his damn righteous pose, and his fucking club, mocked me from the skies. It reminded me again of Scotty and the fact that he was a cop. He’d stood like that in the door to Lucas’s apartment. All authoritative and brave and morally upstanding.

Guys like Orion and Scotty?

They got constellations named after them. People wrote stories about them, sang songs of their bravery for hundreds of years, wrote books about them. They probably always got the girl, too. Girls like Molly Lachlan.

She was everything I knew I could never have.

Wholesome. Beautiful. Successful. Brave. Rich as Croesus, with clean money. Her father had been a doctor, right up until the moment he died in my town. For some reason, that never sat well in the bottom of my gut. And every time I saw her, I tried to atone for that guilt. Even though the guilt wasn’t mine.

Sure, I killed without a second thought, but I’d never killed anyone who didn’t deserve killing. The men I killed were in the same world as me. They knew what risks they ran by living the life, just like I did. We all knew we would more than likely die in a fight for power and that no one would give a damn once we were gone.

I didn’t lose sleep over the lives I took, and I didn’t regret my actions in the gang. It was all I knew. All I would ever know. Unlike Lucas, I didn’t have some deep-seated desire to escape. In my own way, I was cleaning up the city, too, just like the cops.

I killed men like the ones who’d killed Molly’s father.

And the world was a better place for it.

I never took an innocent’s life, and I never intentionally would, but if you were shooting at me, it was damn certain I was gonna shoot back. And I didn’t miss. Scotty was no different. How many times had he watched one of his “brothers” get taken down, and known it was his fault? How many times had he let his cop buddies gun down a man who’d trusted him with his life . . . and how often did he lose sleep over that?

I would wager never. After all, it was just another scumbag crossed off the Boston PD’s most wanted list. So, me and the cops? We weren’t all that different.

I just didn’t have a shiny badge to hide behind.

After giving Orion one last mental fuck you, I turned back to Molly. Even in the darkness, her brown hair somehow managed to shine. And even though I couldn’t see them, her bright hazel eyes were locked on me. They had little gold flecks in them, with a hint of brown. She had, hands down, the most beautiful eyes I’d ever seen.

The most beautiful everything.

For years now, I’d watched her from afar, silently wishing I could be good enough for her. That I stood a winter in hell’s chance of claiming her as mine someday.

But I didn’t, because I wasn’t.

And we both were all too aware of that.

So why the hell wasn’t she leaving?

“Don’t make me point my gun at you again,” I said, straightening so I wasn’t leaning on the building for support. I didn’t want her to see how weak I was.

“We both know you won’t use it,” she said quickly, biting her lower lip.

I stepped forward, reaching into my pocket. I didn’t have a proper holster since I’d taken the gun off the dead Bitter Hill guy I’d left to rot in an alley. If I needed to scare her to get her to leave safely, I would. But she was right; I wouldn’t hurt her. I would never hurt her. “Listen here, Princess. I—”

She pointed a finger at me, frowning, not even paying attention to the fact that I was literally about to point a gun in her face and tell her to fuck off. “Don’t call me that. I’m not a princess.”

I released my gun, not taking it out of my pocket. “Just go. Get out of here.”

“I can’t do that.”

I
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