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            Prologue

         
         
            Northwestern University Law School, Chicago

            November 1, 2:30 p.m. 

         

         Kieran Mullaney pushed through the double glass doors of the Northwestern University Law School and sucked in a deep breath.
            Other people might think he was nuts, what with the exhaust fumes, pollution, general downtown stink of Chicago in the air.
            But Kieran only smelled freedom.
         

         
         No more notes on his iPad. No more trying to hide his side-eye when that douche canoe Pietro cut off every woman in the class
            when they tried to answer.
         

         
         Law school didn’t suck. It was sometimes interesting. It just wasn’t fun. Or rewarding. Or, you know, not even his choice. Not that he’d get pissy about that now. Nope, Kieran planned to celebrate his freedom, for the next few hours at least,
            by finding someone sexy and sassy and talking her into a drink. No talk about tort law. No case law. No law, period.
         

         
         Flirting. That’s what was on the docket. Kieran didn’t need his four years of undergrad or three years of law school when
            it came to his mastery of romancing the fairer sex. He’d been charming women out of their tops, bottoms, and everything underneath
            since . . . well, since long before his brothers actually thought he’d lost his virginity.
         

         
         He looked down Superior Street for a hot prospect. Pretty much any woman that he didn’t recognize from law school would do.
            Kieran almost jolted when his gaze connected with two blue eyes staring right at him. Very blue, long-lashed, and with a single,
            I’m interested raised eyebrow.
         

         
         “Oh, hey there,” the woman said and then she added an upward, flirty-as-hell tilt to her mouth that sealed the deal. She had
            noticed him.
         

         
         This was a million times better than trying to stay awake in Criminal Procedures class. Plus, she was unexpected. Kieran fucking
            loved surprises.
         

         
         “Hi yourself, beautiful. Are you hanging around the law school because you need a lawyer? Or because smart men with enormous
            earning potential turn you on? Either way, I’m your man.”
         

         
         Her smile flipped downward into a disapproving smirk. “Wow. Has that line ever worked? I mean, ever? There’s four huge problems with the four sentences you just smarmed at me.”
         

         
         Kieran was equal parts pissed that she’d called him out on his lazy come-on . . . and intrigued that she’d called him out
            on his lazy come-on. “Smarmed isn’t a word.”
         

         
         “Didn’t you hear? You can make anything a verb these days. The grammar police officially gave up when squeed got added to the OED.”
         

         
         Surprise Girl was definitely around his age. Definitely his type, what with the sass and the smarts.

         
         Definitely hot, with those wide, pink-glossed lips that begged to be kissed and thick blond hair that fell just below her
            shoulders. Kieran really wanted to slide his fingers through it, tug just hard enough so that her head tilted back and he
            could skim his lips along her throat. And he’d glimpsed one hell of a body wrapped up in a cream sweater and jeans before
            locking his eyes respectfully above her chin. Oh, and those knee-high brown leather boots that were the best god-damned thing
            about autumn in the Midwest.
         

         
         He crossed his arms over his chest. “So what are your official complaints with what I said?”

         
         A super slo-mo blink indicated that she’d expected an apology, and been surprised by his challenge. Then she shoved up the
            sleeves of her sweater with a determined squint. Game on.
         

         
         “You can’t assume I’m ‘hanging around’ the law school. I just saw you come out the door, which means you have zero knowledge
            of where I’m coming from or going. And I just came from a walk on the lakeside trail, so in fact, you’re wrong.”
         

         
         Feisty was more fun than overtly flirty in Kieran’s book. He shrugged, just to egg her on. “Okay, that’s one.”

         
         She tossed her head. The motion sent her hair rippling in the late-afternoon sunlight. Exactly the way it’d ripple if Kieran
            flipped her on top of him in a bed. It was also the classic hair toss he’d seen a thousand times from women trying to get
            his attention. “If I did need a lawyer, I’d go find an actual lawyer. Not some student who may or may not pass the bar exam
            on the fifth try.”
         

         
         He held up two fingers, spread in a wide V. “Two.” Kieran barely bit back a snort. No way would he be one of those idiots
            who didn’t prep enough to pass on the first try.
         

         
         “As for that presumed earning potential?” She patted the bulge of her fat, pumpkin-colored purse. Geez, that thing was big
            enough to hold a gun. Most women he knew stuck a credit card in their iPhone case and called it a day. What could she be lugging
            around in there?
         

         
         Kieran widened his stance and tucked his thumbs into the front pockets of his jeans. Arguing with the pretty stranger was
            a hell of a lot more fun than arguing in mock trials. “It’s a well-known fact that even the dumbest lawyer can pull in the
            big bucks. Why do you think so many people suffer through three years of law school hell?”
         

         
         A smile slipped past her guard faster than a meteor streaking across the sky. Surprise Girl was enjoying this argument as
            much as he was. Looking up at him from beneath half-lidded eyes—another top-level flirt move—she asked, “What if you become
            a public defender?”
         

         
         “If I planned to be poor and principled, I’d be a teacher already.”

         
         A motorcycle missing its muffler roared by, and the sharp blast it made whipped her head around as fast as if she’d thought
            it was a sniper. Guess in today’s world you couldn’t be too careful. Just as fast, she zipped her attention back to Kieran.
            “Or you took out loans for all seven years of college and won’t actually turn a profit on your super fun eighty-hour work
            weeks until you’re pushing forty?”
         

         
         “Three.” He conceded her point with a nod. And wiped a hand across his mouth to hide his grin.

         
         Finally, the woman crossed her arms just beneath her breasts, lifting them to his attention. Not like he needed the help,
            but Kieran appreciated all her subtle physical indications of attraction while she tried to win the argument. “Either way,
            why assume that you’re the man who can meet my needs? You don’t know anything about me.”
         

         
         “Four.” Kieran moved closer. So close that he smelled her perfume. Something fresh, like rain in a forest. Close enough that,
            yeah, he could see straight down the V of her cleavage to a thank you, God amount of creamy skin surging against the lace edge of her bra. “And now I’ve got an answer for you.”
         

         
         She tilted her head up, her chin jutted forward in an ongoing challenge. Which, yeah, exposed even more cleavage. And that
            couldn’t be an accident. Especially not when she practically purred her next words. “Go on.”
         

         
         “Yes, apparently all of that does work—because you’re still standing here arguing with me.” Kieran let his arms swing forward
            just enough so the backs of his hands brushed the backs of hers. A jolt—tiny, but visibly noticeable—ran through both of them
            at the touch. So he did it again. “Arguing invariably leads to kissing.”
         

         
         Those pretty pink lips parted. Then they closed again, and she licked them. God, the woman was killing him with this non-flirting flirting. “Is that so?” It came out all husky, the way he imagined her voice sounded at midnight.
            In the dark. In bed.
         

         
         Kieran spread his fingers to interlace, backward, with hers. Just the tips. Just to tease both of them a little. “Well, you
            have two choices. We could skip right to the kissing. Or we could go for a drink first. Do something old-school like—and I’m
            just spitballing here—learn each other’s names.”
         

         
         “I’m intrigued.” Another toss of her thick blond hair. “Looks like I’ve found an actual gentleman.”

         
         Not like he’d had a choice. “Believe me when I say I’ve had chivalry literally beaten into me.”

         
         Her mouth formed a silent O of shock. Then her hands flipped over to lace even tighter, and she squeezed. “Your mom hit you?”

         
         “Never. Not once,” Kieran said emphatically. “But after she died, my big brothers raised me. At that point, we’d been wrestling
            and beating each other up for years. It was better to get an atomic wedgie as a reminder to hold the door open for a girl
            than because Ryan and Frank thought I looked weird at them when passing the ketchup.”
         

         
         Her whole face softened. Thick, dark brown lashes batted in double time over those wide blue eyes. “I’m sorry to hear she
            died.”
         

         
         Crap.

         
         Usually Kieran remembered to keep the whole dead parents thing under wraps. Women tended to focus on it. To abandon all other topics and be the comforter, the soother. Soothing wasn’t
            sexy, though. If he wanted to share memories, he’d turn to Ryan and Frank. Because those memories weren’t something he casually
            discussed. Ever.
         

         
         “It was a long time ago.” He’d learned to use the technique of deflection on this topic long before officially learning its
            usefulness in law school. “And wedgies aside, I couldn’t ask for better brothers. They both work like dogs so that I can go
            to law school and just study, instead of splitting focus with a job or worrying about loans.”
         

         
         Something in her eyes flickered. “They sound great.” Another flicker. Like thoughts were racing fast behind them. Kieran didn’t
            know what that was about. Did mystery woman have brothers? That she missed? Maybe off in the armed forces?
         

         
         All he knew was that he wanted to find out.

         
         “Ryan and Frank are the best guys in the world. I’d lay down my life for them, but they’d move heaven and earth to beat me
            to it.”
         

         
         Flicker number three. “I’m impressed.”

         
         Uh-oh. Kieran lifted a hand to brush away a stray leaf the November wind had just blown into her hair. “Before I ruin my chances
            and send you running into my not-nearly-as-hot-as-me brothers’ arms, how about that drink?”
         

         
         “You stayed both polite and charming while you stood up to me. That’s a fine line most men can’t balance on.” She stroked
            a single finger slowly down his sternum. “I think I’d really enjoy going out with you.”
         

         
         It was the middle of the afternoon. Luckily, they were in Chicago, so finding an open bar day or night wasn’t exactly a problem.
            “Let’s walk to Navy Pier. Hit the Tiny Tavern, soak up the view of the lake and the city?” Because Kieran absolutely wanted
            to keep talking to this fun, feisty woman.
         

         
         “How about we drive?” She pointed to a huge black SUV half a block down. The oversized, darkened-window kind that usually
            alerted you to the presence of movie stars. “I rolled my ankle skidding on some leaves at the entrance to the tunnel under
            Lakeshore Drive.”
         

         
         “Then you shouldn’t be standing on it.” Kieran lifted her into his arms with a fast but smooth swoop. It did not at all suck
            to have his forearm squeezed between her calf and thigh. And he wouldn’t begin to let himself notice the softness of her breast
            pressed to his chest.
         

         
         Okay, he’d notice, because he wasn’t fucking dead. And this woman snuggled tight against him was the best thing he’d held in a very long time.
         

         
         Her arms lifted to wrap around his neck. “Before we go any further, I have to say that meeting you was an unexpected pleasure.
            Truly, the best part of my day.”
         

         
         “Same here.”

         
         A megawatt smile lit up her face. “I’m Delaney Evans.”

         
         “Kieran Mullaney.”

         
         “I guess that makes this an official date. Now that we know each other’s names.”

         
         “Nope. Not official yet.” Kieran tilted his head to just barely brush her lips with his as he walked. At least, that’s what
            he’d intended. But she tasted like coconuts and freedom. Kieran slid his tongue along the crease of her lips, and hell if
            they didn’t part right away. His grip tightened on her, hand splaying wide across her taut stomach.
         

         
         “You hang on to me while I get the door open.”

         
         But then the big door opened to his left. Kieran twisted at the noise, instinctively tucking Delaney a little bit behind him.
            Then he gaped when he saw his brothers inside.
         

         
         “Get in, K.,” Ryan ordered.

         
         There was someone in the driver’s seat. Delaney slid out of his arms, stepped around him—without any limp—and climbed in to
            sit next to Frank. Confused as all hell, Kieran followed her, dropping his backpack on the floor. She closed the door. The
            car merged into traffic, moved down the block, and was on Lakeshore Drive before Kieran could do more than squint in confusion
            at his brothers as he buckled up.
         

         
         “What the hell is this? Where are we going?” Then he twisted around to look, really look at Delaney. The residual softness in her expression from their kiss was gone. She’d added a brown blazer before fastening
            her seat belt. And now? She’d just pulled a gun out of the side pocket to her seat and tucked it into the back of her pants.
         

         
         A gun? A freaking gun? He’d hit on a woman who carried a gun? Yeah, that struck Kieran a little harder than wondering how she knew
            his brothers. Or why anybody needed a gun in the middle of the afternoon. Which, as a soon-to-be lawyer, was probably a dumb
            thought. Criminals didn’t punch a time clock. Was she a criminal?
         

         
         “Who are you—really?” he demanded.

         
         “Delaney Evans. U.S. Marshal.”

         
         No shit? Marshals were way hotter than he’d ever imagined. Kieran was also pretty fucking off-balance if that was his first
            response to whatever the hell was going on right now.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Kieran.” Ryan shook his head and let his hands dangle off his knees. His oldest brother hadn’t looked that sad
            and serious since . . . hell, probably since their dad died. “It’s a shitty way to do this, but I can’t think of a good way.”
         

         
         “To do what?” Because Kieran was fucking worried at this point.
         

         
         “To tell you that we’re in the Chicago mob. Both of us.” Frank pointed back and forth between himself and Ryan. “Or we were,
            until this morning.”
         

         
         No. No fucking way. Kieran shook his head, trying to shake Frank’s words back out of his ears. “That’s one hell of a sick
            joke.”
         

         
         “Notice how we’re not laughing.”

         
         Yeah, he’d noticed alright. The pair of them matched head to toe. Kieran catalogued the oddness of all of it. Their mussed
            dark hair—and they both liked to hog the mirror a lot to be ready for any hot women that might cross their paths on a given day. Black jeans and tees, on a weekday when they should
            at least be sporting ties. Most of all, the hangdog downward tilt to their whole faces. This . . . whatever this was, it was deadly serious.
         

         
         He tried to lunge sideways to get to Delaney, but the damned seat belt snapped him back in place. Kieran white-knuckled the
            armrest as he torqued his body around. “Holy shit, did you arrest my brothers?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “Then why—oh.” His brain finally revved past the shock. If what Ryan and Frank alleged was true, there was only one reason
            there’d be a U.S. Marshal in the car with them. “You fuckers are going into Witness Protection, aren’t you?”
         

         
         “Yeah. I’m so, so sorry, K.”

         
         “Cut the apology crap.” He didn’t have time for it. Because Kieran had the feeling he was already on borrowed time. That any
            second Marshal Evans would kick him out of the car and he’d never seen his brothers again. “You’re leaving me? This is you two saying goodbye?
            Forever?”
         

         
         Damned if there wasn’t a lump in his throat. This couldn’t be happening. The Mullaney brothers were tight. Tight in a way
            that only happened when you lost both your parents before you could shave. He’d never even thought about what life would be
            like without them.
         

         
         “No.” Ryan fought briefly with his seat belt before just reaching over and gripping Kieran’s upper arm. Squeezing it like
            a python. “We stay together. Always. Keeping the three of us together is the only thing that matters. It’s the reason we’re
            joining WITSEC.”
         

         
         “I don’t understand. You’re ratting on the mob . . . for us?”

         
         “The head of the mob, Danny McGinty—”

         
         Delaney cut him off with a buzzer-like noise. “Hey. Remember the ground rules. Kieran doesn’t need details. The less he knows,
            the better.”
         

         
         Ryan’s eyes burned with blue fire he aimed back at the marshal. “He needs to know the name of the man who fucked us over.
            The man who was behind the death of our parents.”
         

         
         Kieran’s suddenly upside-down world did another one-eighty. Nobody had ever said their parents were murdered. What else about the life he thought he knew was a total lie?
         

         
         The woman he still—unfuckingbelievable—wanted to kiss gave a sharp nod. “Fair enough. But watch yourself.”

         
         “McGinty had some deals fall apart. He needed someone to take the rap, do time in prison. He picked Frank to be the fall guy.
            When he oh-so-generously gave me the heads-up, I decided to take action. No brother of mine would rot behind bars for something
            he didn’t do.”
         

         
         The repeated honk of the taxi in the lane next to them bought Kieran time to figure out how to ask the obvious question. “You’re
            a mobster—but you didn’t commit a crime?”
         

         
         “Pretty much no. I really do—” Frank grimaced “—did run the construction company you know about. Kept my nose clean. It was the front for the mob, but legit. I sure as hell didn’t
            do what McGinty wants me to cop to.”
         

         
         Ryan held up two fingers. “No prison. And we stay together. Those were my terms when I went to WITSEC and asked for protection.
            They gave their word. It’s all going down today. The raid on McGinty’s crew. And the three of us disappearing forever.”
         

         
         Forever? Talk about dramatic overkill. Ryan always did like to tell stories. Kieran looked out at the enormous, overwhelming
            blue of Lake Michigan. The lake that had anchored his whole life. They weren’t leaving Chicago. No way.
         

         
         He pushed off Ryan’s hand. “Wait a minute. You mean we’ll be holed up in some boring safehouse in the suburbs for a few weeks
            while you get questioned.”
         

         
         “No.” And Delaney actually looked at him with pity—fucking pity!—as she continued. “That’s only step one. The Irish Mob is bigger than McGinty, bigger than Chicago.”
         

         
         Frank glanced out the window, then deliberately turned his back on the view. “It won’t ever be safe for us to come back here.
            Or ever be Mullaneys again. But that’s just a fucking name, right? We’ll be together, wherever we end up. Whoever we end up.”
         

         
         He was right. Nothing else mattered but sticking with his brothers. The rest was just details. Really fucking weird and impossible
            details, but still. Practically immaterial compared to the Mullaneys being side by side.
         

         
         Kieran couldn’t process any of this. Like . . . how big of criminals were his brothers?
         

         
         What did they do?

         
         What would they do now?

         
         Even with traffic at a crawl, he knew they were too far down Lakeshore Drive to see Northwestern anymore. Still, Kieran craned
            his neck out the back window, trying to get one more peek of the law school. Because it was all he knew. All he’d planned
            and worked toward for years.
         

         
         Stretching out her arm, Delaney said, “Hand over your wallet.”

         
         When a woman with a gun down her pants issued a command, Kieran obeyed. He gave it to her, but kept his hand on top, so his
            fingers brushed the inside of her wrist. That electric charge of awareness tingled in him again. Then she pulled out everything
            but the cash and gave it back, tucking his ID and credit cards into her bag.
         

         
         “Right now is the moment your life as Kieran Mullaney ends. Officially.”

         
         Well, shit.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            Maguire House, Bandon, OR

            June 10

         

         Kellan Maguire knew better than to ask a favor of his brothers without offering something in return. Oh, no doubt that Rafe
            and Flynn would go to hell and back for him—that’d been proven over their last seven months spent crisscrossing the country.
         

         
         They’d get planted in a town, be given new identities and jobs and a home (all on the government dime), and they’d . . . stick
            it out until they invariably fucked up. Stir and repeat.
         

         
         Bandon, they’d been warned, was their last chance. Make it work here or they were out of WITSEC. On their own . . . with what
            was left of the Chicago Mob eager to find them.
         

         
         So, yeah, they were on their best behavior here in this tiny spot between ocean, sand, and forest. Kellan’s concerted effort
            at being good was at cooking. Because, eventually, his mad kitchen skills would impress the pants—and panties—right off some
            hot chick. For now, it’d hopefully get the perma-frown off Flynn’s grumpy face.
         

         
         He slid a steaming plate of eggs and toast in front of Rafe, then added the oversized mug of coffee with a sprig of cranberries
            painted on it. They hadn’t gotten to pick out anything in this house the government dumped them in and it was all cutesy,
            with carved wooden plaques on the walls and placemats shaped like pine trees.
         

         
         But hey, it was better than a jail cell or a pine box six feet under, which apparently were their only other alternatives.
            Or so Rafe and Flynn claimed.
         

         
         Kellan didn’t buy it. But then, how could he buy a story spun by the two people he trusted most in the world who’d evidently spent half their lives lying to him?
         

         
         “What’s this? It’s not Saturday.” Rafe tilted his head sideways, instantly suspicious.

         
         Or maybe that was just Kellan’s knee-jerk reflex to the man he’d learned had been the number two guy in the mob. The “fixer.”
            Whatever that meant. Kellan hadn’t asked much, because he still, after seven long months of turning it around in his head,
            wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to know the scope of the crimes his brothers had committed.
         

         
         He turned a plate upside down over the rest of the eggs and sat down, straddling the ladderback chair across from Rafe. “True
            that. Impressive calendar-reading skills, bro. Or is it that if it’s Thursday, it must be a make out with Mollie night?”
         

         
         “Don’t be a douche about my girl.” He scraped butter across the toast. “And don’t begrudge me hot sex just because the only
            action you see is in the shower with your own hand.”
         

         
         “You know I’m jealous as hell. Doc Mollie’s too good for you.” Kellan was thrilled the pretty hometown doctor had fallen for
            his older brother. He really just begrudged the missed opportunity for a metric shit-ton of jokes about a doctor and lawyer
            hooking up.
         

         
         Wrong.

         
         Almost lawyer. That was still hard for Kellan to swallow. That he’d spent all the time, slaved for all those years, to never do anything
            with that knowledge.
         

         
         He shook it off. Which is what he always did because his brothers were all he had left. It wasn’t like he could bitch and
            rant to them about, well, them and their nefarious pasts. Kellan lifted his own mug in a toast. “Plus, everyone knows I’m the handsome brother.”
         

         
         Rafe snorted. “Funny stuff. Especially this early in the morning. Everyone knows that I got the looks, Flynn got the charm, and you got the brains.”
         

         
         “I’ll take two out of three, now that Flynn and his charm have permanently parted ways. He’s had a cactus up his ass for months.”

         
         With a long sigh, Rafe said, “It’s too damn early to talk about Flynn’s moodiness. Try me again in, oh, twenty years from
            never on that one.” He dug into his eggs. “Why’d you make me breakfast?”
         

         
         The Maguires didn’t play games with each other. Or so he’d always thought. Kellan launched right into it. “I want to borrow
            your car this afternoon.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         He was tempted to channel his twelve-year-old self and say why not? But law school had taught him the finer points of logical argument over plain old stubborn pissyness. Especially when the
            whole truth was that he wanted to ask their WITSEC handler for a gun.
         

         
         Which needed to stay a secret from his overprotective oldest brother.

         
         “Why does it matter? When we agreed to share one car between the three of us, we agreed we’d each get equal time. Frankly,
            you’ve been hogging it.”
         

         
         Rafe stabbed the air with his fork. “Don’t start with me. We live in a town the size of a burp. We barely drive as it is.
            If you haven’t been taking your third of the time in it, that’s not on me.”
         

         
         Riiiight. They both knew damn well that Rafe had gone from zero to defensive in the blink of an eye because he mostly used
            the car as a makeout spot with his girlfriend, Mollie.
         

         
         She lived with her grandmother and teenaged nephew. Rafe shared this house with Kellan and Flynn, so privacy for the couple
            was damn hard to come by. Kellan took pity on them once a week and hung out with Flynn while he bartended at the Gorse. Still,
            who wanted to wait a whole week to have sex?
         

         
         Gritting his teeth, Kellan forced a smile. “Well, I’m asking for it today.”

         
         “Don’t you have to work?”

         
         Work. That was a laugh. Total drudgery was more like it. No, total brain death. “There’s a health inspection at the cranberry
            plant, so most of us were given the afternoon off.”
         

         
         “Where are you going?”

         
         Clearly he hadn’t put enough cheese in the eggs to distract Rafe from giving him the third fucking degree. Kellan smiled again.
            Sipped at his kick-ass coffee. And lied through his teeth. Since apparently lying was how this family rolled.
         

         
         “I just need some time with the wind in my face. You’ve got the beautiful doc as an outlet. Let me drive up the coast for
            a few hours. I’ll bring it back washed and detailed.” Their shared car happened to be Rafe’s dream car—a 1970 Camaro with
            T-Tops. Kellan knew that giving it some TLC would guarantee Rafe’s assent.
         

         
         “Fine. But if you’re going to take it, stay gone past dinner.”

         
         “You’re going to cook for Mollie?”

         
         “I’ll heat things up. Just not in the kitchen.” And then Rafe flashed a wolfish, smug smile.

         
         Lucky bastard.

         
         Kellan would give, well, a lot to be heating up the sheets, but he only wanted the one woman he couldn’t have. The woman he’d
            kissed once on a sun-dappled November day.
         

         
         The woman he’d get to see this afternoon.

         
          

         Delaney was always happy to meet with her protectees. Her job wasn’t simply to keep them safe. It was also making sure that
            they were settled and content. That often entailed many sessions of listening, helping them to come to terms with accepting
            their new lives. She enjoyed being their sounding board. Giving people a safe space to rant could make all the difference.
         

         
         Today’s visit with Kellan Maguire, however, promised to be equal parts enjoyable and horrible. That was true of any and every
            interaction with him, let alone a meeting without the buffer of his brothers. Because she’d gone and committed the worst mistake
            possible for a marshal.
         

         
         She’d fallen for her protectee.

         
         Oh, not in a let’s run away together idiotic way. No man was worth giving up her career. Delaney had made that vow to herself by the ripe old age of ten. Watching
            her mother demean herself, lose jobs and self-respect and ultimately, her life, all to keep the love of a man? That had been
            one heck of a deeply ingrained lesson.
         

         
         This thing with Kellan was more of a nagging awareness. Like when you felt a pimple coming up, beneath the skin. One you couldn’t
            see, couldn’t do anything about, but was all hot and inflamed to the touch.
         

         
         So she sat in the car after parking for another minute, steeling herself against his charm. Delaney stared at the pink walls
            and bright blue awning of the walk-up coffee shop and bit back a grimace. It looked more like a cotton candy kiosk at a Six
            Flags park. Undoubtedly Kellan, with his typical Maguire overdeveloped masculinity, would assume Delaney was punishing him
            with this cutesy, girly location for their meet.
         

         
         Which made no sense, since he was the sole non-criminal Maguire brother. The one who hadn’t gotten them kicked out of any
            towns.
         

         
         On the other hand, he did flirt with her harder than a soldier just back from a six-month deployment. Which forced Delaney
            to work very hard to make it appear that his flirting annoyed her.
         

         
         Which invariably just made him do it more.

         
         Even though, every time, she was actually annoyed at her inner reaction to his flirting. As well as not being able to give in and enjoy it.
         

         
         It made Delaney remember those two minutes of perfect kissing they’d shared. Maybe it was the shock of how right he’d felt
            when they met. Maybe it was all tied up with how those had been the last moments of his life as Kieran Mullaney, and she’d
            been breaking every rule to engage with him like that. But she couldn’t stop thinking about kissing Kellan.
         

         
         Kissing him again.
         

         
         Not like that would ever happen.

         
         She tightened her ponytail and swung out of the car. Then she tugged up the scoop neck of her yellow sundress. Because she
            could literally feel his gaze burning into her breasts from across the parking lot.
         

         
         Even that imagined heat seared straight through to her core.

         
         Damn it. Talking to Kellan, staying ahead of him by at least two steps, required all of her focus. Delaney dragged her gaze off his
            muscled legs dusted with dark hair, past the biceps straining against the sleeves of his tee, and back to the pink walls of
            the coffeeshop. Mission accomplished. Nothing sexy about a building that looked like Oompa Loompas might charge out of it,
            waving donuts.
         

         
         She waved at him, a wide smile breaking across her face. Time to play the part. The chance that anyone had followed her from
            the U.S. Marshals Field Office in Eugene to the long-term hotel where she’d changed, and would recognize Kellan, and then would rat out his location to the Chicago mob? Infinitesimal.
         

         
         But she didn’t take chances, no matter how small, with the lives of her protectees. So Delaney would play the part of his
            girlfriend. It was why she’d worn such a short, flirty dress. All part of her undercover look.
         

         
         Nothing to do with wanting to see Kellan’s ice-blue eyes smolder as they raked up the length of her bare legs.

         
         Nope.

         
         Delaney locked her mental chastity belt. Almost heard the snick as the walls around her heart locked into place. Then she
            rushed across the last twenty feet separating them to throw her arms around him in a tight hug.
         

         
         The man was a flirting machine. He was no dummy when it came to taking advantage of a moment. Kellan cinched his arms around
            her waist, lifted her, and twirled to make her hang on even tighter. He even used the opportunity to sniff at her hair. Right
            under her ear lobe, which chased chills across her neck.
         

         
         “Hello, Sunshine.”

         
         Delaney tilted her head back to look at him adoringly. She licked lips slick with an orange gloss. “I’m undercover, Kellan.
            Don’t be an idiot, and don’t you dare cop a feel.”
         

         
         The only way to resist him was to go over-the-top in the opposite direction. Every time he extended the most miniscule olive
            branch, she brought a wood chipper to the table.
         

         
         Kellan seized the advantage. Widened the spread of his fingers to sit just below the curve of her breast. Then he put his
            mouth right at her ear and breathed warm air over it until she shivered. “I’m not fully versed in Oregon dating rituals. But
            where I come from? Most coffee dates—”
         

         
         “You know full well this is only supposed to look like a date,” she said, cutting him off. “You asked to meet me privately. To discuss something mysteriously official.” Wondering
            what that might be had kept her mind spinning through the possibilities all night.
         

         
         With perhaps a two-minute break to spin through the possibilities of what it’d be like to have him in bed next to her.

         
         “Non-official marshal business coffee dates,” he continued, “aren’t full contact. Gotta ask if you’re using this whole undercover
            thing as an excuse to grope me.” Kellan moved to breathe on her neck, and goose bumps popped up immediately. “Not that I object
            to being used as a sex object. I just want to know the parameters.” Then he put her down right away. Probably because they’d
            danced this dance enough for him to realize she was one more comment away from connecting her knee to someplace painful.
         

         
         A woman had to keep up appearances, after all.

         
         Delaney wanted to linger on the suggestion of using his toned and tanned body as a sex object. That want, that temptation, pushed her to
            respond in a clipped, cold tone. Because pushing him away was her emotional Kevlar. The only protection she had from his charm.
            His sexy-as-sin smarts.
         

         
         “You want parameters?” she snapped. “Coffee. Walk and talk. That’s it.”

         
         “I know you take your coffee with one sugar and an obscene amount of milk. But since you’re undercover and all, I’m going
            to get you a girly, sugary Frappuccino drink that matches that sweet concoction of a dress.”
         

         
         So he had noticed the dress. Delaney’s feminine wiles did a fist pump.
         

         
         It took no time to get their strawberry-swirled fraps. Kellan deliberately put the plastic cup in her left hand, then interlaced
            his fingers with her right hand. “This is a fun change from meeting in the sheriff’s office.”
         

         
         “Fun is relative. Do you have any idea how much a thigh holster chafes under this dress?”

         
         “I don’t, actually.” Flashing a quick wink, he added, “But I will volunteer to kiss it and make it better.”

         
         “Kellan. Seriously.” Delaney tugged her hand free and flashed him the absolute opposite of a wink—a side-eye so sharp it had
            corners. “When will you stop flirting with me as if you actually have a shot?”
         

         
         “We had a shot. It went well. I’m just lobbying for round two.”

         
         The almost-lawyer nailed all the facts. Which made it such a shame that she had to push back with the cold, hard truth. The
            facts that she used as a shield.
         

         
         Despite said facts doing nothing to snuff out the connection that had sparked between them that autumn day.

         
         “For the hundredth time, even if I wanted to date you, which I do not, marshals are not allowed to have relationships with their protectees. I’d lose my job. You and your brothers would be kicked
            out of the WITSEC program. Can you really stand there and say that sleeping with you would be worth losing my job?”
         

         
         “Yes.” He raised his drink to cut off her protest. “I’ve never once backed down from a challenge, Marshal. Four-point-oh average
            through high school, college, and law school. When I put my mind to something, I excel at it. So, yeah, it isn’t hubris to
            say that it’d be well worth your while to at least give me a shot.”
         

         
         “That’s never going to happen. What I would like to happen is to stop having you eye-fuck me every time we’re in the same
            room.”
         

         
         “Stop looking so eye-fuckable and I will.”

         
         Biting back a grin, Delaney led him to the edge of the busy road. The constant roar of cars guaranteed that nobody who pulled
            in for a midafternoon hit of java would overhear their conversation. “Tell me why I had to drive an hour from Eugene to meet
            you.”
         

         
         “As I said on the phone, I’d like to ask you for a favor.”

         
         “As a representative of the U.S. Government, I already pay your rent, your cost of living, and a not shabby monthly stipend.
            What more could you possibly want from me?” This time she was the one who whipped up a hand to stop him from talking. “And
            keep it clean.”
         

         
         Kellan turned to face her, so she could see the sudden solemnness in his eyes, the humorless set of his mouth. “I’d like you
            to help me obtain a gun. Then I’d like you to work with me at a gun range until I’m skilled enough to hit anything.”
         

         
         That came out of left field. “Why do you want a gun?”

         
         “What do you think I want it for—to hold up convenience stores?” After a short, savage pull at his drink, he snapped, “For
            protection.”
         

         
         “That’s my job,” Delaney whipped back. Kellan had crossed a line. He’d tiptoed up to it dozens of times with his sexual innuendo.
            But he’d finally leapt across it by insulting her competency. His apparent lack of faith in her after all these months stung.
         

         
         Kellan led them toward the pond. “Look, there are mobsters who want my brothers’ heads on a plate. They could be looking for
            us. It was only a month ago that FBI agent tried to blackmail us. As dirty as he was? It wouldn’t have been hard to go a step
            further and sell out our location to McGinty’s crew.”
         

         
         “He didn’t know who you were. He only knew that you were a witness, and assumed that you’d be sitting on hidden money to pay
            him off.”
         

         
         He gave her a look out of the corner of his eye. “Don’t try to out-logic an almost-lawyer. Technically, we’re on the run. In hiding. Which means
            there is a chance someone nefarious could find us. If that happens, I want to be prepared. I want to be able to protect not
            just myself, but my brothers.”
         

         
         “Your brothers are ex-mobsters. Flynn’s such an expert at MMA he could probably kill someone by flexing his big toe. They
            can take care of themselves.”
         

         
         “Maybe. But we can’t be too careful.”

         
         Delaney stopped as soon as their feet hit the gravel on the other side of the road. She planted herself, legs spread wide
            and her free hand fisted at her side. Slowly and emphatically she said, “I repeat, I’m in charge of protecting you.”
         

         
         “In theory, sure. But I doubt that if the mob comes for us, they’ll keep it to normal business hours with a four-hour forecast
            arrival window like the fucking cable company.”
         

         
         Despite her anger, and her hurt, Delaney couldn’t help but snicker. Because Kellan had a gift for diffusing tension. Perhaps
            it came from being the youngest of three hotheaded brothers. “That’d make my job a lot easier.”
         

         
         “Look, it’s a simple matter of math. Miles and minutes. Most of the time you’re in Eugene, a three-hour drive away. And I
            like to be self-sufficient.”
         

         
         Still pissed at the implication that she wasn’t enough, Delaney lashed out. “Is that so?”
         

         
         He’d started walking to the edge of the green scum-covered pond, but Kellan cranked his head around at the disbelief in her
            voice. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
         

         
         “Your brothers treat you like a spoiled prince. I’d be shocked if you were self-sufficient enough to change a toilet paper
            roll.”
         

         
         “Over or under?”

         
         Delaney huffed out a breath that fanned her bangs off her forehead. Suddenly tired of sparring, she said, “Just don’t, Kellan.
            A gun is no joke.”
         

         
         “Neither is my desire to stay alive.”

         
         “Are you sure it isn’t just a desire to keep up with your badass brothers?”

         
         “This is war. This is survival.” He speared his fingers through his black hair. “Rafe and Flynn may have put me in this situation,
            without my knowledge or consent. But now that I am in it? I intend to fully participate. I made friends at the cranberry plant. I’m a model-fucking-citizen of Bandon. That’s
            not enough, though. I need to prepare for the worst. I need to learn how to use a gun.”
         

         
         She slurped down almost half of her drink while looking out across the still water. The tactic he’d chosen had been perfect.
            Talking about saving not just himself, but his brothers. Stamping the whole situation with the mob as a war. Because it was.
            And because he’d unwittingly painted a picture, a nightmare vision, of the Maguires being pinned down in Bandon while she
            slept, unaware, up in Eugene.
         

         
         That vision already tormented her at least once a week. Kellan’s request was unorthodox. It was also utterly logical. “Fine.”

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Yes.” Delaney put her cup on the ground and crossed her arms. “You’re smart enough to get one under the table without my
            help. I don’t want you going down that road. I also don’t take gun ownership lightly. If you’re going to have one, I want
            you fully trained and able to hit a body mass on a dime. Because if you half-ass this and end up shooting Rafe in the leg
            on the way to the bathroom one night, it’ll mean a hellish amount of paperwork for me.”
         

         
         Kellan let out the breath she hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “Thank you. Sincerely.”

         
         Her lips pursed again. His sincerity had a way of slipping in past her defenses. “Don’t make me regret it.”

         
         “Protection only. You have my word.”

         
         “Great. The word of an almost-lawyer,” Delaney said mockingly. “That and twelve dollars will buy me a martini.”
         

         
         Then she instantly regretted pushing his buttons. It was habit. It was fun.

         
         It was dangerous.
         

         
         One thick dark eyebrow winged up, like an arched frame around his stunning ice-blue eye. “First you call me spoiled, and now you’re insulting my near lawyerness? If I didn’t know better, I’d say the lady doth protest
            too much.”
         

         
         “The lady has her hands full dealing with your troublesome brothers. She doesn’t like to waste her energy constantly fending
            you off, too.”
         

         
         “I think you do.” Kellan set his cup down.

         
         Delaney gaped at him. Because she’d been oh-so-careful never to give away with so much as a flicker the fact the she was still
            interested. How could he tell something that Delaney barely admitted to herself? “You think I want to keep fending you off?”
         

         
         “Yes.” Kellan stepped closer. In fact, he moved in way past what would be polite. Invaded her personal space just as much
            as he’d been invading her mind. “You like fighting with me. You could ignore my compliments, my flirty remarks. You don’t.
            You rise to the bait every time. I think you’re every bit as frustrated as I am.”
         

         
         “You don’t know anything about my life outside the time I spend working on your case.” Heat flashed across her cheeks and
            chest. And she stepped in, too. To where the tips of her breasts brushed his chest, and her feet bumped against his. “Don’t begin to
            think you know me.”
         

         
         “I don’t think. I know. I know that you may have been on dates since you met me. But none of them distracted you from whatever’s simmering between
            us. You want to turn back the clock to the day I asked you out and follow through on it.”
         

         
         “I don’t.” Her words were the verbal equivalent of a foot stamp. Then, softer, as if she didn’t mean to speak it out loud
            at all, Delaney said, “We can’t.”
         

         
         In response, Kellan framed her face with his hands, tilted her head back more, and kissed her.

         
         Not the light, polite, introduction kiss they’d shared the first time. Delaney had obviously pushed him past that step. Kellan
            kissed as if he needed her to know just how badly he wanted her. His lips worked across her mouth, moving and kneading. Kellan nipped at her wide bottom lip.
            It felt like punishment for her making him wait so long.
         

         
         It also felt like a reward, so she rewarded him with a tiny moan.
         

         
         Delaney’s hands fisted in his thick hair, pulling and tugging. It undoubtedly showed him the insta-heat burning her up inside
            as much as the way her leg wrapped around his calf.
         

         
         She wanted more.

         
         His tongue teased at the seam of her lips, and Delaney opened for him like they’d already done this dance a hundred times.
            She tasted the sweetness lingering from his drink. Desire rocketed through her, turning her nerves to lava. From the way his
            penis had hardened to pure steel against her belly, Kellan felt the same.
         

         
         He streaked the backs of his knuckles down the undersides of her raised arms. Kept going to just lightly brush them along
            the sides of her breasts, her ribs, the flare of her hips to finally land on the curve of her ass.
         

         
         Kellan dug his fingers in and lifted. Just high enough to press her center against his penis. Instantly, she got on board
            with the position, rocking against him even as her tongue twined and teased.
         

         
         It was impossible to stop the little breathy moans that kept escaping from her. It was impossible not to undulate against
            his rock-hard abs and dig her fingers into the sculpted muscles of his back. Kissing Kellan wasn’t foreplay. It was a sex
            act all by itself. Utterly satisfying even as it drove her hunger up immeasurably.
         

         
         And while Delaney would’ve sworn it was impossible, he was a million times better in reality than all the ways she’d fantasized
            being with him over the past months. Kellan ripped his mouth away to burn a trail of kisses down the side of her neck.
         

         
         A semi rolled by, and the driver honked for a long time. It had been easy to ignore the white noise of the cars passing, but
            the horn broke through to Delaney. It reminded her they were on the edge of a green-scummed pond, across from a strip mall.
            The world could see them making out. And they’d already shot way past a reasonable stopping point.
         

         
         So she unwound her leg and put her foot back down on the ground. Kellan seemed to get the signal. He dialed back the intensity
            on his kisses and rained them up the side of her face, down her nose, to end with a light peck on her mouth before easing
            back. Then he moved his hands to her shoulders.
         

         
         It took a moment for her eyes to reopen. When they did, it took another moment before Delaney fully focused on him.

         
         “Not only can we kiss,” Kellan said with enough authority to make her realize he wouldn’t allow her to pretend this hadn’t happened. To
            pretend that she hadn’t just climbed him like a tree and responded with a fervor that matched his own. “We’re absolutely doing it again.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         The U.S. Courthouse in Eugene was pretty new, as federal buildings went. Snazzy glass outside, good lighting, excellent air-conditioning
            that kept you cool without requiring a parka in June.
         

         
         So why was Delaney burning up? Hot flashes weren’t an obvious explanation at twenty-eight years. But she couldn’t stop fanning
            herself with the ubiquitous bail bondsman notepad.
         

         
         Hot. So hot. And the more she stabbed at the keys of her laptop, inputting all of Kellan Maguire’s vital information, the
            more heat prickled beneath her skin.
         

         
         
            	Age: 25

            
            	Height: 6’1”

            
            	Eye color: the blue of a blue jay’s wing, with lighter flecks that glinted in the blue of the Pacific on a sunny day . . .

            
         

         
         Her screen beeped. Repeatedly. Apparently, the box for eye color didn’t allow for the ramblings of a kiss-drunk woman.

         
         And how embarrassing was it that she was still googly-eyed over a kiss that had happened twenty-four hours ago?

         
         “That’s annoying,” her partner-for-now said calmly. Everything Kono Cheeska said came out calmly. Delaney enjoyed that about
            him. It was especially fun to watch that calmness beat down a suspect.
         

         
         Delaney furiously tapped the delete button to clear the box. “Sorry.” She deliberately circled the cursor, then plopped it
            back in place.
         

         
         
            	Eye color: blue.
            

            
            	Sex: yes, please.
            

            
         

         
         Delaney let out a groan.

         
         Kono pushed his waist-length black hair over his shoulder. “What’s blowing up your screen?”

         
         “I’m getting one of my protectees a gun. Obviously I want to circumvent the background check, as well as the wait period,
            so I’m doing all the paperwork myself.”
         

         
         One eyebrow lifted on his placid face, which was the equivalent of anyone else shrieking and running in a circle. “That’s
            a new one.”
         

         
         No kidding. There weren’t any actual rules against it because no marshal with a lick of common sense would provide a former
            criminal with a firearm. Delaney didn’t want Kono to think she’d lost her mind. Especially since he was more than just her
            partner here in Eugene.
         

         
         Rafe and Flynn were poised to take down one of the largest, once-thriving crime syndicates in the country. If she got the
            Maguires safely—aka alive—to Chicago to testify against Danny McGinty, there’d be a promotion. She’d figured out fast that Kono was officially keeping
            an eye on her for someone. Making sure she truly deserved the promotion, even if he didn’t know the specifics of why or what.
         

         
         So it seemed prudent to make her case for this decision. Delaney stacked her hands on top of each other on the desk. “He’s
            not a criminal. Kellan’s the good Maguire. The one who got dragged along with his brothers.”
         

         
         Kono, like everyone else in the Eugene field office, didn’t know the actual details of the Mullaney brothers and their connection to the Chicago mob. Not to mention the multiple different identities they’d worked through before
            landing in Bandon. All he knew was that she was in charge of the Maguire brothers, two of which were actual witnesses with a somewhat shady past that needed to testify in a few months.
         

         
         That’s how it worked in the Marshals Service. The fewer people who knew the real story lessened the risk to their new lives
            exponentially.
         

         
         “Hmm. Was this your idea?”

         
         She understood why he asked. While she was assigned to the Eugene office, they were partners. Kono needed to be able to trust
            her judgment.
         

         
         “No. Definitely not. Their covers are rock-solid. There’s been no hint that anyone connected to their case is looking for
            them. The Maguires are in no danger.”
         

         
         “Why’d you agree to it?”

         
         Kono was asking all the right questions. The same ones that ran through her head the moment Kellan brought it up. There wasn’t
            a single reason in the extensive rulebook for a protectee to be armed, but there were innumerable reasons why they shouldn’t be armed.
         

         
         Except that Kellan was different. He was whip smart and honest and loyal and all the man wanted to do was pull his weight
            in protecting the family. Okay, so there was probably some pride in the mix that was bruised from his brothers keeping such
            huge secrets from him. That he hadn’t been allowed to be part of the decision-making process that enrolled them in the program.
            The process that ripped away any possibility of the law degree he’d worked so hard and come so close to getting.
         

         
         Mostly, though? She knew it wasn’t at all about keeping himself alive. It was about not being a liability to Rafe and Flynn
            if there was a fight. The one thing that was indisputable about the Maguire brothers was their obvious love and loyalty to
            each other. Kellan’s loyalty, despite everything his brothers had done? It was one of the qualities she most admired in him.
         

         
         Delaney pushed out of her chair, suddenly too antsy to stay seated. The bare-bones office they shared had a Keurig right around
            the corner. She nipped into the hallway, popped in a pod, and shoved a mug underneath the spigot, buying enough time to figure
            out how to express her unshakeable belief that Kellan wouldn’t cause trouble in a way that Kono would understand.
         

         
         “Here’s the thing.” She paced back in to his desk in the sensible heels that matched her sensible navy suit. Over three steps
            to straighten her chair, then back to look at that nonjudgmental face the color of wet sand. “I’m considering it as a placebo.
            You and I?” Delaney waved a hand back and forth between them. “We both know he’s never going to need this gun, let alone use
            it. But it’ll give Kellan strength. Confidence.”
         

         
         “That’s pretty touchy-feely. Since when do you care about a protectee’s inner strength?”

         
         Damn it. Another three steps back to perch on the edge of her chair. She drummed her fingers on the black padded arm. “Not . . .
            usually.”
         

         
         “You’re affected by them. Not just the one who wants the gun. All of these brothers.”

         
         A jolt ran through her
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