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            Chapter One

         

         You have…no job experience. In anything.”

         Sloan O’Malley did her best not to wring her hands when faced with the incredulous expression of the woman sitting across from her. Her potential future boss. Around them, the little diner bustled with early morning customers, either coming in before their day got started or ending their night shift. It felt like every single one of them was staring at her.

         She realized she hadn’t answered the question that wasn’t a question and cleared her throat. “I’m a hard worker, and I learn fast.” Sloan hoped it was true. She’d never had to put herself to the test, and it was slightly horrifying to realize just how sheltered she’d been when it came to actual life skills. “Please. I need this job.”

         The money her brother Teague had sent would last a few more weeks, but she didn’t want to lose that precious cushion. Besides, she was so incredibly tired of sitting around while life passed her by. That was why she’d escaped her family to begin with, slipping out like a thief in the night and traveling from Boston across the country without a word to anyone. They would look for her—she’d be a fool to believe otherwise. And if Teague had to send her more resources, it would be too easy for her father to find her. Seamus O’Malley was a cold-hearted bastard who had millions in the bank and all kinds of unsavory connections. One daughter had already slipped his control, and Sloan wasn’t sure his pride could take another hit.

         She had to stand on her own two feet for the first time in twenty-four years.

         She just hoped she wasn’t about to fall flat on her face.

         Taking a deep breath, she tried to produce a convincing smile. The owner of the diner, Marge, did not look convinced. What could Sloan possibly say that would make the woman hire her? “Marge—”

         “Here’s the deal.” Marge sat back. She was an older woman with a no-nonsense face creased with laugh lines that spoke of a life well lived. Her graying hair was pulled back into a bun, and she wore serviceable clothes and a nondescript apron. She seemed like someone who could take anything life threw at her. “You look like trouble, and the last thing either I or this town needs is trouble.”

         Sloan tried not to wilt at that, but Marge wasn’t through. She sighed. “But I have a thing for strays and you’re nothing if not that. I’ll give you a shot. You screw up, you’re done. You’re late, you’re done. You bring any unnecessary drama to my door, you’re done. Got it?”

         She could hardly believe what she was hearing. “You’re hiring me?”

         “Isn’t that what I just said?” Marge shook her head and pushed to her feet. She had to be nearly six feet tall and she was built like a linebacker. “Show up tomorrow morning at seven. Dress comfortably, because I’m not going to be sending you home if your shoes pinch your feet. You complain—”

         “I’m done.”

         A small smile graced Marge’s lips, then disappeared as soon as it’d come. “Yep. Now, get lost. You’re distracting the menfolk and these fools have places to be.” She turned and walked across the diner to the counter and snapped her fingers at the cook through the gap in the wall where the food was delivered. “Hurry up, Luke. You know damn well that the judge has places to be and he’ll be wanting his breakfast as soon as he walks through the door.”

         Sloan got up and hurried out the door. I got the job! Her first impulse was to call Teague and tell him, but she had to remind herself she was only supposed to call in case of an emergency.

         She missed her family, missed knowing that they were just a phone call away if she needed them. She hadn’t counted on that.

         She headed for the beach, needing to burn off her pent-up energy. With the way the interview had gone, she’d been sure Marge was going to tell her to get lost. She’d even prepared herself for it. To have the woman do exactly the opposite made Sloan’s head spin. She’s taking a chance on me and she doesn’t even know me. Sloan could hardly believe it. In her world, people didn’t take chances on strangers like that.

         Except that wasn’t her world anymore.

         This was.

         The sea air cleared some of the static in her head. She’d spent her entire life in Boston, but the ocean felt different on this coast. Wild. Free. Vast beyond comprehension. She slipped off her shoes and dug her toes into the sand.

         Callaway Rock was about three miles from one side of the town limits to the other, all of it stretched out along the beach. The little house where she was living was on the southern outskirts, and the diner was smack dab in the middle. It might have been smarter to drive over, but she liked the walk. There might come a time when she didn’t crave the sand beneath her feet and the ocean breeze in her face, but that day wasn’t today.

         Two weeks ago, she’d been in the middle of humid eighty-degree weather in Boston, but here it could have been fall instead of early August. The air had a crispness that never seemed to go away, no matter the time of day. Even though it was warm enough that she wished for a tank top, the breeze coming off the water made it downright pleasant.

         Everything about Callaway Rock was downright pleasant.

         Her shoes dangling from her fingertips, she started walking, letting her mind wander. The last week had been the first time she had truly lived alone, and the learning curve was…strange. There were so many little things she’d taken for granted, things she’d never bothered with because the O’Malleys had a full-time staff to do everything from cooking to cleaning.

         It turned out Sloan wasn’t much of a cook.

         I’ll figure it out. All I have is time.

         All she’d ever wanted to do was get away from life as the daughter of an Irish crime lord, to remove herself from the playing field where she’d never have control. And she had, with Teague’s help.

         Unfortunately, she couldn’t turn off her brain, and she kept wondering how Keira was doing, and if Aiden was holding up under the increasing pressure as heir to one-third of Boston’s underworld: O’Malleys, Sheridans, Hallorans. And Cillian. Last she’d heard, he’d been off in Connecticut with that woman. Had things turned out? They must have, because if something had happened to Cillian, Teague would have called her.

         She hoped.

         She trailed off to a stop, staring blindly at the tide coming in. Then there was Carrigan. Her big sister. The one she couldn’t quite forgive, no matter how much time or distance was between them. It wasn’t fair and it wasn’t right, but Sloan couldn’t let her betrayal go.

         Maybe someday…

         She inhaled deeply and started walking again. Thinking about her five remaining siblings, wondering what they were up to, wasn’t going to do her a single bit of good. And thinking about Devlin, rotting away six feet beneath the ground…That way lay madness.

         Up ahead, the bright green door of her house came into view. Well, technically it wasn’t her house. Teague’s wife, Callie, had gotten her aunt to agree to let Sloan live there. Sloan had woken every morning for the last seven days thinking that would be the day when Sorcha showed up, but the woman hadn’t showed up. It was more than a little strange that she’d agreed to give Sloan a place to stay and then not been there upon her arrival. The only contact she’d had from the woman was a text from a random number saying to make herself at home. When she’d texted back, there had been no reply.

         Frankly, a part of Sloan was relieved Sorcha hadn’t made an appearance. She didn’t know much about the woman except that she owned this house and seemed willing to do her niece a favor by housing Sloan indefinitely.

         Against her better judgment, her gaze drifted to the house directly north of hers. She’d mistakenly gone there her first night in town, and her encounter with the surly man who lived there still made her shiver. Jude. He’d been like a junkyard dog guarding his territory, more interested in getting her off his property than hearing her out about an honest mistake.

         If she never ran into him again, it would be too soon.

         Still…She couldn’t help being a little curious. Nearly every other local she’d come across had been friendly and welcoming. When they learned she was in the old O’Connor house, they always perked up and prodded her for more information, but wasn’t that what small towns were known for? Everyone took care of everyone else, and if there was a bit of gossip involved, that was to be expected.

         It just made Jude’s horrible attitude stand out even more. He didn’t care where she came from, didn’t care what she was doing in town, didn’t care about anything but getting her away from his house.

         If she were a more curious woman, she’d wonder if he was hiding something behind those closed curtains and barred shutters. Who owns a beach house and keeps all the windows blocked?

         “None of my business.” She had enough trouble without borrowing more. If that…that…jerk wanted her to stay away from him, that was exactly what she’d do. End of story.

         As she passed, the door in question opened and Jude emerged, a coffee mug in his hand. Sloan jerked to a stop, unable to tear her gaze away. His long dark hair was in a bun at the back of his head, which should have made him look feminine, but there wasn’t a single feminine thing about the man staring at her. His jaw might as well have been chiseled from stone, and though she couldn’t see his brown eyes across the distance, she knew they were like bitter dark chocolate and intense.

         But what he was wearing…

         Or, rather, not wearing.

         Cargo shorts hung low on his hips, and he’d misplaced his shirt somewhere. Every muscle was defined, his body too perfect to be real. She blinked, but he didn’t vanish like she’d half-expected. Instead he lifted the mug to his lips, drawing her attention to his impossibly broad shoulders, which tapered to a narrow waist and, good gracious, what were those muscles called that created a V leading directly into his shorts?

         Her face felt impossibly warm despite the mild August morning and she was suddenly sure that she was blushing furiously. Keep walking. Just put one foot forward and keep walking. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t do anything other than stand there and stare at him until he nodded briefly at her, turned around, and walked back into his house.

         What in God’s name just happened?

         
            *  *  *

         

         Jude MacNamara left his place as soon as night fell. He didn’t like moving around Callaway Rock during the day. Fuck, he didn’t like small towns in general. Everyone had too much time on their hands and felt like it was their God-given right to stick their noses into their neighbors’ business. He’d had to run off over a dozen attempts to welcome him into town since he moved here three months ago, and that hadn’t done a damn thing to dissuade anyone. If anything, it made the locals more determined to figure out everything there was to know about him.

         They were wasting their time. He was here for a job. He sure as fuck wasn’t staying.

         He stalked onto the beach, pausing only to make sure no teenagers had thought it was a brilliant idea to have a beach fire tonight. Clear. Unlike the towns farther north, Callaway Rock didn’t get much in the way of tourists. Maybe if they had, he wouldn’t have had to actually buy a house here while he waited for his target to reappear.

         Jude lifted a pair of binoculars. In his dark clothes and with the ocean at his back, he was damn near invisible on a night like this, especially with clouds covering the moon. He gave the beach to the north and south of him a cursory look to reconfirm that there was no one but him out tonight and then he turned to his real target.

         The O’Connor house.

         It had been unoccupied since he’d gotten to town, but a little over a week ago, a woman had moved in. She was about fifty years too young to be Sorcha O’Connor, and the coloring was all wrong regardless. This woman—Sloan—had both dark hair and eyes, not the blond hair and blue eyes that ran through Sorcha’s family.

         He paused his binoculars at each window, taking in the little changes that had come with the new resident. After he’d moved to Callaway Rock, he’d broken in and gone through the entire house, looking for clues to where Sorcha might have gone and familiarizing himself with the layout in the event that he’d need to return. There was nothing of the former, and the latter was laughably easy. With the massive windows and fact that the curtains and shutters were never closed, he hadn’t had to set foot in the place to figure out everything he needed to know. But it paid to be thorough.

         What he couldn’t figure out was who the hell this Sloan was and how she was connected to Sorcha O’Connor.

         For a second, right when he found her peering into his windows that first night, he’d half convinced himself that she was actually Callista Sheridan, come to visit her long-lost aunt. A coup like that…It made his adrenaline spike just thinking about it. What better way to make Colm Sheridan suffer than removing his beloved daughter from the equation? She was the only child he had left, after all—though recently she’d been too protected for Jude to even consider. He’d have to wait until things died down to circle back to Boston.

         But as soon as the woman stepped into the light, he’d realized his mistake. Even if her coloring could be faked, this wasn’t Callista. He’d seen her a time or two over the years, and she carried herself as a woman used to having her orders followed without question, even before she took over the Sheridan empire.

         Sloan? She seemed to have her shoulders perpetually hunched, as if expecting a blow. He couldn’t tell if it was an abusive ex or something else, but she was fleeing something. It’s none of my fucking business if she is. She’s not my target. Colm’s sister Sorcha is.

         He’d bide his time and see how this played out. His vengeance had waited this long—it could wait a little bit more.

         Every light was lit inside the house, and he watched Sloan walk through it, pausing to touch the marble kitchen counter, the thick mantel over the fireplace, the back cushion on the couch facing the massive windows. Then she disappeared, reappearing in the guest room, her hands going to the buttons at the front of her dress.

         Jude’s body sprang to attention when he realized what was happening. Put the damn binoculars down. Sorcha isn’t there, and this girl isn’t your mark. But he didn’t put them down. Instead, he watched as she shrugged out of the dress, leaving her in only a pair of silk white panties and an equally white bra. She looked innocent, untouchable, and he could barely wrap his mind around it.

         It took considerable willpower to lower the binoculars as she reached behind her to unhook her bra, but he wasn’t a goddamn peeping tom. Jude laughed softly. Sure, stand on your high moral horse. You fucking kill people for a living and you’re going to be honorable about watching some woman who you’ve met once undress.

         There have to be lines. Even if they don’t always make sense.

         Mystery past or not, that woman was an innocent. It was…odd. These days, most of the people he associated with were people who made their living on the underbelly of society. They’d all seen things, same as him. They didn’t blink at the choices he’d made or the path that had brought him to them.

         Jude didn’t spend much time around innocents.

         He’d seen the way she looked at him this morning, though. Even across the distance between them, the hunger in her eyes had been readily recognizable. It made him hot just thinking about it. What would she do if he walked up to her front door right now and knocked? Would she answer in a robe? Would she submit if he closed the distance between them and kissed her?

         Jude cursed long and hard, his cock so hard it was a wonder it didn’t burst out of his jeans. He had no business thinking shit like that, not while he was on the hunt he’d spent his entire life preparing for and sure as fuck not about a woman who had some kind of connection with his target.

         An innocent.

         He was half-surprised he could even recognize that trait in another person. He’d never been one. He hadn’t had a chance to be. That opportunity had been taken away the moment Colm Sheridan declared the death sentence on Jude’s father and brothers—the same death sentence he would have delivered to Jude’s mother if he’d known she was pregnant.

         No, there was no room for innocence in his life.

         There was only revenge.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Sloan’s shoulders ached, and she was reasonably sure that her feet had signed off over an hour ago. Her most comfortable shoes couldn’t hold up to an eight-hour shift at the diner. She’d thought she’d been prepared, ready to face anything Marge and her customers could throw at her. She’d been wrong.

         The very thought made her want to cry.

         She stared at herself in the mirror of the tiny employee bathroom. One hour left. One hour and you can limp home and curl up with a blanket and cry yourself to sleep. Millions of people held down jobs like this one—harder than this one. She should have been able to manage this without bringing herself to the brink. Reality was nowhere near as positive. In reality, everything hurt and she was constantly terrified that she’d make a mistake that would have Marge showing her the door.

         Splashing a little water on her face didn’t do a single thing to center her. But there was no hope for it. She had an hour left in her shift, and for a diner in a tiny town, this place saw an overwhelming amount of business. Apparently hiring the new girl in town was part of Marge’s business strategy because the entire population must have stopped by at one time or another. Most of them openly gawked at her, making her feel like a freak show.

         Not too far from the truth.

         She made an effort to keep her spine straight as she walked out of the bathroom and headed for the kitchen. A couple of fisherman had ordered fish and chips, and their meals should be ready by now.

         Luke smiled when he saw her coming. It took her half the day to realize he was Marge’s husband and that they owned this place together. He was as tall as his wife, but built leaner, more like a blade than a blunt object. He was kinder, too, always offering an easy smile or an uplifting word. God help her, but Sloan couldn’t help waiting for the other shoe to drop.

         Kindness for the sake of kindness wasn’t something in her realm of experience.

         Luke plated the fish and chips and scooted the food toward her. “You’re doing great for your first day.”

         “Thank you.” She caught herself hunching her shoulders and stopped. “I’ll just get these out.”

         “Sloan.”

         She froze in the middle of picking up the two plates, and turned to face Marge. Excuses bubbled up—I’m doing the best I can!—but she didn’t let them past her lips. She cleared her throat. “Yes?”

         Marge surveyed her, the big woman’s hands on her hips. “Take the rest of your shift off. I can handle it from here.”

         No. Oh God, don’t fire me. She kept her death grip on the plates. Show no fear. “Ma’am, I haven’t complained, haven’t dropped anything, and I haven’t messed up a single order.”

         Marge raised her eyebrows. “I’m not blind, girl. I know. You did good today—you even helped me haul in those massive bags of flour without whining. But if you stand for another minute longer, you’re going to keel over and then you’re no good to anyone. Take the rest of the day off and be back at seven tomorrow.”

         She blinked, hardly daring to believe it. “I did…good”

         “Don’t make me say it again. Git.” Marge took the plates out of her hands and strode through the doorway into the main dining area.

         Luke chuckled. “That’s my girl—as subtle as a two-by-four to the side of the head. Don’t let her scare you. She’d got a soft spot a mile wide.”

         “Forgive me if I don’t take your word for it.” Sloan rubbed a hand over her face, exhaustion weighing her down. “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow, Luke.”

         “Hey.” He waited for her to look at him before continuing. “Soak your feet and do some walking or something or your muscles will tighten up and you’ll be a mess tomorrow. There’s a yoga class one of the local girls, Jessica, runs out on the beach every morning at sunrise.” There was no mistaking the concern in his eyes. “Might be something you could use.”

         Apparently for all her training at hiding what she was feeling, she’d done a poor job of it in this new setting. Sloan opened her mouth to beg off, but reconsidered. She couldn’t spend the rest of her life hiding in a borrowed beach house in between shifts and wandering the coast alone. At some point she’d have to actually meet the people she served food to.

         And I could use some of the peace yoga is supposed to bring.

         She managed a smile. “I’ll try it out.”

         “Good.” He held up a container with another smile. “Now do as Marge says and git.”

         Judging from the heavenly smells wafting from the container, it was some of the very same fish and chips she’d just been about to deliver. Sloan took it, the feeling of being at a loss only getting worse. “Is food a perk of the job Marge neglected to mention?”

         Luke gave her a strange look. “I’m not sure where you came from, but we take care of our own in Callaway Rock. You worked hard and don’t think I missed the fact you haven’t eaten since you started your shift. You need to keep up your energy.” He started to pat her on the shoulder, but stopped the motion when she flinched. “Get some rest. We’ll see you in the morning.”

         Sloan walked out of the diner feeling more confused than ever. She’d known this little town in Oregon wasn’t anything like back home, but right now it didn’t seem like it was on the same planet.

         She kicked off her shoes as soon as she hit the stairs leading down to the beach, and couldn’t stop a tiny moan of relief. She walked over the sand toward her house, which was fast becoming a home, and slowed to watch the people around her. The beach wasn’t crowded by any means, but there was a group of teenagers lounging in the meager Oregon sunlight, the girls in bikinis and the boys throwing a Frisbee. They all looked so carefree, it actually made her heart ache. She’d never been like that as a teenager.

         No, ever since she could remember, she was aware of the fate awaiting her because of the family she’d been born into. The O’Malley sons might grow up to take their place within the family business, both legal and illicit, but there was only one role Seamus O’Malley had for his daughters—marriage to the man most likely to accumulate power for the family.

         Her sister Carrigan had bucked that rule and been exiled as a result. Sloan shook her head and resumed walking. Exiled. Here in Callaway Rock, it seemed impossible that such a thing even existed anymore, let alone in the US.

         If we’d been born a fisherman’s family instead of a mob boss’s, Devlin would still be alive.

         The pain in her chest that never quite went away grew at the thought, made worse by a young family playing in the surf. The mother sat with a baby beneath an umbrella, and the father chased his toddler through the shallow water. Sloan could hear the little girl’s giggles from where she stood, but the sound only made her melancholy worse.

         Stop it. You left it all behind by choice. Any children you decide to have won’t grow up to be pawns in a game they want no part of.

         Children.

         The very idea was ludicrous. She could barely take care of herself right now, let alone herself and a tiny human who depended solely on her for survival. Frankly, she didn’t like the theoretical child’s chances.

         When she’d left the diner, all she’d wanted was to go home and close a door between her and the rest of the world, but as soon as she’d showered and picked at the meal Luke packed for her, a restlessness had her pacing through the small house. She looked at the fireplace, considered building a fire, but then realized she had no idea how to go about doing that other than throwing some wood and paper in the fireplace and lighting it. Maybe that’s all it takes?

         Frustrated with yet another thing she didn’t know without resorting to Google, she walked out the back door and onto the porch. Sloan tilted her head back and inhaled deeply, muscles she hadn’t even been aware were tense relaxing one by one from the combination of briny air and the soft crash of the waves.

         “This. This is why I came here.”

         Freedom.

         If it came with costs, well, what thing worth having didn’t?

         A throat cleared near her and she opened her eyes to find Jude on his porch as well, a beer dangling from his big hand. Everything about the man was massive. He had to be at least six and a half feet tall, and even with several yards between them, he dwarfed her. Today, his long hair was down in careless waves that her fingers were itching to dig into.

         Sloan clenched her hands. What was wrong with her? Not only had she just met this man, he’d been nothing short of hostile in the single interaction they’d had. She should not be eyeing the slice of his chest revealed through his unbuttoned shirt—did the man ever dress himself properly?—and yet…

         And yet.

         You said you were going to start living. He could be another step in the right direction.

         She’d never had a fling. Sloan wasn’t the type of girl who was interested in that sort of thing, and the knowledge of what her father planned for her had kept her from allowing anyone too close for fear that it would end in heartbreak.

         That and the single time a boy had asked her out, all four of her brothers had cornered him and scared the ever-loving daylights out of him. Word had gotten around after that, and there had been no second offers. Neither of her sisters seemed to let that stand in their way, but Sloan was different. She was the one who kept her head down. The dutiful daughter, the quiet sister, the one who never stepped a foot outside of what was good and proper.

         Until now.

         She bolstered what little courage she had and made her way off her porch to the stairs leading up to Jude’s. “Good evening.”

         He raised a single eyebrow. “You’re pretty damn proper for a waitress.”

         Of course he knew she was a waitress. Gossip seemed to be the only thing Callaway Rock and Boston had in common. It wasn’t something she was ashamed of. She had a job, which was more than many people could say. She glanced at his beer, but it wasn’t a brand she recognized. “I don’t suppose you have another one?”

         Jude threw back his head and laughed, the sound deep and cruel. “Go home, honey. You couldn’t handle me on your best day.”

         She took a step back, about to argue that she wasn’t trying to handle anything, but her courage failed her. Why did I think this was a good idea? She pressed her lips together, hating that her eyes burned at his rejection. Keira wouldn’t cry over some man who probably isn’t worth her time.

         Carrigan wouldn’t have been rejected in the first place.

         She spun on her heel and hurried back to her home, vowing that her explorations into this new life were strictly to exclude flirting from here on out. She’d gone this long without sex or a relationship. She could just keep on going for another twenty-four years.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Jude felt like a piece of shit as he watched Sloan scurry back to the O’Connor place. He took a swig of his beer, hating the guilt that rose when he pictured the hurt and humiliation on her face. He’d been doing her a fucking favor, not that she needed to know that. She might be a part of this because of her connection to Sorcha, but that didn’t mean she had to be caught in the crossfire.

         Must have taken some pep talk to get her ass over here to begin with.

         And he’d shot her down in two seconds flat.

         He drained the rest of his beer. What the hell was he supposed to do? Apologize? He might like her tight little body and soulful eyes, but that just meant he’d be down to rock her world for a few hours. Call him crazy, but Sloan didn’t strike him as a woman who was down for a dark and dirty fuck. She was too sweet for that sort of thing.

         Jude didn’t do sweet.

         But…

         He set his bottle down and turned to consider the O’Connor place. If he went over and shared a beer with her, it didn’t have to mean a damn thing. If she was living there, it was possible she knew where Sorcha was, or at least when the old woman would be back. He could be charming when it suited him.

         Maybe.

         Reconnaissance. That’s all it was.

         You’re a goddamn liar.

         Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve been called it.

         He ducked back into his place and grabbed two beers from the fridge. Ten minutes, thirty tops. He’d be in, get the information he needed, and get out. Then he could go back to researching and planning out his next step.

         She answered the back door, her big dark eyes surprisingly shiny, which only served to make him feel more like an asshole. Jude held up the two beers. “I was out of line. Sorry.”

         She blinked. “I don’t know if I want the beer now.”

         Well, hell, he didn’t exactly blame her. But since he’d made the effort to come over here, he wasn’t about to leave without accomplishing what he’d set out to do. Jude tried for a smile. “It’s better than the shit they sell at the general store down here.”

         Her eyebrows slanted down, making him think of a disapproving kindergarten teacher. “That’s rude. From my experience, beer isn’t all that wonderful, regardless of its brand. You don’t have to be a snob about it.”

         It never failed. Even when he was doing his damnedest to be charming and meld into the world around him, he invariably said something to set himself apart. He doubted Sloan had that problem. She fit right in with the people of Callaway Rock, sliding into the rhythm of life in this place without missing a step. He didn’t really understand what that was like. He could fake it for a time, but the truth always outed.

         And the truth was that Jude didn’t fit in anywhere.

         He held up the beer. “Do you want it or not?”

         Her shoulders slumped, but she made a visible effort to pull herself together. “Yes.”

         He could do better than this. He had to. Jude sank onto the wicker chair on the porch across from where she stood and popped the cap off his beer. She really was a petite little thing. He had the strangest urge to sit her down in front of a pile of food and make sure she ate. Jude shook his head and waited for her to take the other chair. They were feminine to the extreme, and he felt like an idiot perching there, half sure it would break under his weight and send him sprawling on his ass.

         But he was trying to be less threatening, so he didn’t surge to his feet like he wanted to.

         Sloan took a tiny sip of her beer and made a face. “This is…good.”

         “Not much of a beer drinker then, even with all your experience?”

         “Not much of a drinker at all.” She took another sip, and he almost laughed. “If this is what the so-called good stuff is like, I don’t think I’m going to start.”

         How old was this girl? He put aside his weird impulses, which seemed to pop up whenever he was around her, and surveyed her with a critical eye. Too thin, too much history, but she had a world-weary look in her brown eyes that only came with some years in the rearview. She’d seen things.

         Still, he wasn’t a man to leave things to chance. “Are you even old enough to drink?”

         She glared, giving the first indication that there might be a backbone in there. “I’m twenty-four.”

         A baby.

         Not that he was ancient. But thirty-five was a whole hell of a lot of living—and hard living—in comparison. He took a drink of his beer. “So you didn’t have much of a twenty-one run.”

         “My older sister tried.” She took a hasty sip of beer and set the bottle down. “It doesn’t matter. Thank you for the beer.”

         He leaned back, carefully stretching his legs out and crossing his ankles. Going home was the right thing to do. He’d repaired whatever blow he’d delivered to her ego. Staying around was just asking for trouble.

         Jude opened his mouth to say good-bye, but that wasn’t what came out. “You have any vodka in this place?”

         “What?”

         “Vodka. The more expensive the better. I have some in my house, but you’re a smart girl and that means taking drinks from strange men is something you don’t do.”

         She blinked. “I would think inviting strange men into my house is also something smart girls don’t do.”

         Not unless they’re looking for trouble. He kept the words restrained, but only barely. Fuck, what was it about this woman that tried his control so thoroughly? He didn’t know, and that made her dangerous in a way he wasn’t used to. He couldn’t afford distractions right now.

         I could ask her about Sorcha.

         But if he did, he’d spook her, and she might tip off Sorcha before the woman finally flitted back into town. So he affected a neutral expression. “What do you say?”

         She seemed torn, but finally nodded more to herself than to him and stood. “I saw some liquor, but I didn’t investigate to see what kind of bottles they were.”

         He had when he’d been snooping around, so Jude knew there were three bottles of Belvedere stashed in one of the cupboards. He noted the tense set of her shoulders as he followed her into the house, and fell back another step so he didn’t loom over her. It didn’t seem to help.

         Sloan pulled out one of the bottles and held it up. “Vodka.”

         “Good.” He decided waiting for her to take the lead just wasn’t going to happen, so Jude nudged her to the side and went through the cupboards like it was his first time here, coming up with two tumblers, a carton of cranberry juice, and one of those little lime-juice things. He caught her staring and shrugged. “Just sit down and I’ll make you a drink that you don’t have to choke down.”

         “I don’t…” She looked away and then back. “Why?”

         “Why what?” He dropped a handful of ice into each glass and poured healthy dashes of vodka. He didn’t necessarily want her sloppy drunk, but the tight set of her shoulders could do with some loosening up.

         Right. Because you’re such a fucking white knight.

         He wasn’t. The longer he spent in her presence, the clearer it became he didn’t have any intention of leaving her alone. It had been a while since he’d had sex—too long if he was really considering taking this woman to bed.

         But ever since the thought occurred to him last night, he hadn’t been able to get it out of his head. He wanted her, and it was only some long-dead honor demanding he stay the hell away from her.

         His honor had died with the rest of his family.

         Any chance he’d had of resurrecting it had died with his first mark when he was twenty-one.

         Jude finished the drinks off with the cranberry juice and a squirt of lime and then found a spoon to stir them. He slid one over. “Try it.”

         She took a sip and gave him a cautious smile. “That is a bit better.”

         He downed half of his drink in one swallow, not sure if he was searching for the drive to leave or to make a move on her. At this point, it could go either way.

         Sloan took another drink, longer this time. Little circles of pink appeared high on her cheeks, giving her some much-needed color. She licked her lips, and he damn near groaned. “You never answered my question. Why are you doing this?”

         Jude finished his drink. “I was a dick before for no reason. You caught me off guard. So I’m sorry.”

         “You don’t like me.” She smoothed back her dark hair. “You haven’t since we met.”

         “I thought you were breaking into my house. I got a little territorial.”

         “A little?” Sloan shook her head and drank more. “I don’t think there’s a realm on earth where manhandling me on your front porch in the dark could be qualified as a little.”

         He couldn’t very well tell her that he thought she might be one of his targets, wandered into his lair. Lair? Dramatic to the very end. Jude poured more vodka over his ice, not bothering with the juice this time.

         She watched him drink it, her gaze lingering on his mouth. It wouldn’t take much. He could touch her in some innocent way, lower his voice so she’d lean close, cup the back of her neck and…

         Fuck. Jude finished his drink and set it on the counter. “Thanks for the drink. We should do it again sometime.” And then he walked out before he could talk himself out of it.

         Or into a whole different set of mistakes.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Sloan finished her drink, the alcohol buoying her and making her feel ten feet tall. As tall as Jude. She wandered over to lock the back door, but hesitated. She might not be good at the flirting game, but she wasn’t stupid. He wanted her. He might be holding back for unknown reasons, but he was interested.

         The question remained…Was she?

         She laughed softly. The man was so overwhelming, she wouldn’t know what to do with him even if she was interested—and she was. He was just so big, and that hair should have been ridiculous, but it gave him the air of a wild thing that could never be tamed. In truth, they couldn’t be more opposite.

         Not to mention she didn’t know a single thing about him.

         He’d charged in here, taken control of the situation, made her a delicious drink, and charged back out into the night. She rested her forehead against the cool wood of the door. If she were braver, she’d follow him home. She’d flirt. She’d issue an invitation that couldn’t be misinterpreted…

         And he’d say no just like he did to the initial offer for drinks.

         Sloan opened her eyes and straightened. “The only reason he came over was because he pitied me.” Call her crazy, but she didn’t want her first time with a man to be because he felt sorry for her.

         So she turned the deadbolt, and then did her normal circuit of the house to ensure everything was closed and locked. Satisfied and feeling a little silly—what were the odds that someone would choose this house to break into?—Sloan shook her head. She knew better. She might have left the past and the dangers of Boston behind, but that didn’t mean she should be careless.

         Someone would be coming for her. It was only a matter of time. She just hoped that Teague had hidden her well enough, and that she could keep under the radar on her end as well.

         She needed to stay out of trouble, and Jude had trouble written all over him.

         Stripping, she allowed herself to imagine, just for a moment, what it would have been like if he’d stayed. He’d take control in the bedroom the same way he had over drinks. There was no doubt about that. Sloan closed her eyes and ran her hands down her body, imagining it was his touch. Her fingers stopped just north of the band of her panties.

         I shouldn’t.

         But she wanted to.

         She slipped beneath the covers and took off her underwear. She never slept naked, and it felt downright decadent to have the silky sheets rubbing against her nipples with every breath. Would he kiss her there? Or even between her legs?

         She closed her eyes again, refusing to feel self-conscious as she ran her hand down her stomach to stroke herself between her thighs. She might be thinking of him, but no one had to know. It was her private little fantasy, something that would never happen in the real world.

         Her body was already primed, and she spread her wetness up and over her clit, nearly gasping with the shock of pleasure the move brought. She’d masturbated before, but there was something just naughty about doing it while visualizing the man who lived next door. If she concentrated, she could almost feel his whiskers against her inner thigh, his tongue following the path her finger traced. Her body tightened, the pleasure so acute, it almost hurt. Sloan arched her back, a moan slipping free despite herself. Her orgasm stole her breath, but she managed to whisper Jude’s name as she came.

         What in God’s name was I thinking?

         She opened her eyes, feeling so incredibly foolish. “It doesn’t matter, because it’s just pretend. It won’t ever happen.” Something like disappointment banged inside her, but she ignored it. She had a life here, a life that she’d chosen for herself. She had nothing to be ashamed of. She smiled to herself and rolled over, pulling the covers up to her neck. Tomorrow would come soon enough. She’d get up with the sun and attend yoga, and then she’d go to her shift at the diner. After? Well, maybe she’d give cooking another shot.

         Things were finally looking up.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Jude’s grip on the railing was so tight, he’d have slivers for sure. It didn’t fucking matter. He couldn’t tear his gaze away from the window into the spare bedroom. The bedroom where Sloan had just coaxed herself into orgasm and moaned his name upon release. He tightened his grip, the pain reminding him that he could not go into her room, pull the tease of sheets off her body, and show her what a real orgasm looked like.

         It took every ounce of control he had to let go of the railing and walk down the stairs to the beach. And just keep walking.

         She hadn’t invited him into her bed. Maybe she would have if he’d stuck around, but the girl was a lightweight if he’d ever seen one, and Jude wasn’t a fan of the idea of taking advantage of her being more than a little tipsy. Another line he refused to cross, even after he’d left so many in the rearview. He didn’t take contracts for kids, or for anyone without a track record to rival his.

         And he didn’t take advantage of innocents.

         He snorted and picked up his pace until he was jogging. The wet sand clung to his boots, but he relished the effort each step took. Anything to distract him from imagining what Sloan might taste like. She gave the impression of someone with little experience, and a primal part of him raged to the forefront at the thought of being the one to show her how much pleasure she’d been missing.

         Hold on, asshole. You’re acting like it’s a sure thing. You’re the one who put on the brakes.

         Yeah, he had.

         But as far as he was concerned, she’d issued an open invitation when she’d touched herself while fantasizing about him. It didn’t matter if she didn’t realize what she’d done. It was like waving a red flag in front of a bull.

         He wouldn’t force her. He wouldn’t have to.

         She just needed permission to take what she wanted…to allow him to take what he wanted.

         He circled back to their houses, heading for his. As tempting as it was to appear at her bedside like some sort of incubus, he doubted she’d respond well to it. So he went back to the drawing board—his go-to time consumer.

         Jude pulled out the gun he’d taped beneath the cupboard just inside the back door—one of many secreted throughout the house—and checked to make sure it was loaded and hadn’t been tampered with. Satisfied everything was as it should be, he cleared the house, one room after another. It was unlikely that anyone had broken in, but he couldn’t afford to be careless.

         Not when he was so close to his goal.

         Sorcha was the only Sheridan who’d left Boston, and it had
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