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      This isn’t a fairy tale and I’m no knight in shining armor.

      I drive a black Maserati, not some white steed, and I sure as hell don’t save damsels in distress.

      Yet here I am. Planning to do just that.

      Pacing keeps me sharp, keeps my wayward emotions from dragging me down. The room feels smaller by the minute—walls closing in with the weight of what’s about to go down. Gun in hand, the cold weight of it a familiar comfort, I count the seconds. The cool metal grounds me, a reminder of the life I’ve never really escaped, no matter how hard I’ve tried. My fingers slide over the barrel, a prayer in the only language I’ve known for too damn long.

      This shouldn’t be happening. I shouldn’t be here. I shouldn’t be getting involved. I should be miles away from the mess that’s Alexia Lenko.

      But every time I close my eyes, I see her face—the desperation in her voice when she called me. It’s not the Alexia I remember, not the woman who stood by that bastard’s side with a dead look in her eyes. This voice was different. Broken. Terrified.

      “Dave, please… I can’t do this alone. I’m in danger—” Her voice broke off. “My daughter is in danger. I need you.”

      I should’ve let her voice fade into silence. Should’ve let her deal with the fallout of her choices, the choices that wrecked whatever we had years ago. But I didn’t. Some part of me—a part I’ve been trying to kill for years—couldn’t hang up. Couldn’t turn my back.

      Now I’m paying for it.

      The clock on my phone counts down the last few minutes. I’m on borrowed time, and the weight of this decision presses down harder with every passing second. My pulse spikes. I take a slow, deep breath. Focus. There’s no room for doubt now. I can’t afford to think about what happens if this goes sideways.

      The door swings open, and in stride my twin brothers, Tommy and Shelby. If not for Shelby’s glasses, which he started wearing as a teen, it’d be impossible to tell them apart. They seem to enjoy highlighting it by wearing similar outfits. Today is no exception. They’ve both chosen black leather jackets and gray slacks.

      Tommy’s jacket hangs open over a dark T-shirt, while Shelby’s is white. Their favorite pinewood cologne hangs thick in the air, like smoke. They look like me, just… more merciless. Fiercer, despite being five years younger than me. Their black hair is cropped close, accentuating the smooth skin of their cheeks and chin. They’ve just turned thirty, yet they have a youthful vibe about them. If you don’t look at their eyes, you’ll never see the truth beneath. Those icy blue eyes, the same shade as our father’s. Cold and indifferent, like a frozen sky on the darkest day of winter.

      Right behind them comes Gina, one of the hostesses in my club, bringing me a glass of whiskey. She bends at the waist to set it on the table, making her naked D-cup breasts jiggle and the silver chains connecting her butterfly nipple clamps clink.

      After straightening her back up, she faces my brothers. “Would you guys like something to drink, too?”

      “No, thanks,” they reply at the same time.

      “Need anything else from me, boss?” Her whisper hangs in the air.

      “No, thank you, Gina.”

      With a pouty expression aimed at me and a wink thrown at my brothers, the stunning brunette rotates on her impossibly high heels. Her leather skirt hugs every curve as she sways her ample ass toward the door.

      “Why didn’t you accept her obvious offer?” Tommy inquires, arching a thick eyebrow. “Or have you given up on fucking at your own club? That’d push the stress out of you. God knows you could use it today.”

      I shake my head. Not taking the bait. “I don’t fuck guests or members.”

      Shelby smirks and rasps, “That means you’re fucking delightful Gina.”

      Tommy’s expression turns serious and he eyes me. “We’re worried about you, about this whole thing.”

      In my mind, I still hear the faint echo of desperation in Alexia’s voice.

      “You don’t get it. You didn’t hear her. Alexia and Rose are in danger. Igor’s planning something unfathomable. She didn’t have time to say exactly what.”

      “So, you’re really going through with this?” Tommy’s voice cuts through the room, low and sharp.

      I resume pacing. The tension in my muscles is coiled tight, a loaded spring ready to snap. “It’s already in motion.”

      Tommy steps forward, his boots heavy against the wooden floor. “You think this is smart? Risking everything for her? You’re getting soft, Dave.”

      The word hits like a blade, twisting deep. Soft. If he only knew the weight behind this decision. The nights I’ve spent trying to forget her, to bury the past along with whatever the hell we had before she walked away. The anger still burns beneath my skin, but it’s buried deep under layers of cold calculation.

      “This isn’t about being soft.” I stop pacing long enough to face him, my jaw tight. “It’s about getting back at Igor for everything that he’s done to us.”

      Tommy doesn’t flinch. He’s ice-cold, like always. He’s got the fire of ambition in his blood—the merciless drive that makes him such a good soldier in our business. “And what about Rose? You think Igor’s gonna let you take his kid? You’re not just stealing his wife—you’re stealing his legacy. That’s not gonna end well for you.”

      His words slice deep, but I don’t let the effects show on my face. I’ve spent years perfecting the art of masking how much the hits hurt. “I’m not leaving that little girl behind. She’s innocent in all of this.”

      Tommy moves closer, his eyes narrowing. It’s not just my brother standing in front of me. My father’s ruthless blood, the weight of the Boyle name, the darkness we’ve inherited. “She’s not your problem, Dave. None of this is.

      “Igor is a Pakhan, which means he’s extremely powerful,” Shelby interjects, as if I needed the reminder.

      “Not more powerful than our Syndicate.” I reply, drilling him with a stern gaze. “Or have you forgotten I’m still the leader?”

      “Have you?” Tommy spits out. “You’re risking everything—the business, our allies, the family—for someone who walked out on you five years ago. For what? Love?”

      The mention of that word, that sentiment, makes something inside me crack, but I keep my reactions hidden. Love. What the hell do any of us know about that? I grind my teeth, forcing down the memories that claw at the back of my mind. The nights with Alexia, her skin against mine, her laugh when we were still stupid enough to believe the world wouldn’t be able to swallow us whole.

      “Don’t talk to me about love, Tommy. This isn’t about that.” My voice is hard, sharp. “Alexia’s in over her head, and Rose is an innocent in all this. You wouldn’t leave a kid behind, and neither will I.”

      For a heartbeat, Tommy’s mask slips, a flicker of something real in his eyes. He tightens his jaw, holding back. He won’t admit it, but he understands. I glance at Shelby to see the same expression. Leaving the innocent behind isn’t in our blood—not even in this twisted life of ours. We would never harm the innocent or allow them to suffer when it was within our power to prevent it.

      “War’s coming. You better be ready for it.” Shelby’s voice lowers, and the room feels smaller. “Igor won’t let this slide. And neither will the rest of his Bratva allies. You know how this works.”

      “I know.” My words are clipped, cutting the conversation short. There’s nothing left to say. “When it’s over, you’ll see I made the right call.”

      Tommy tilts his head, the ice still in his eyes. “For your sake, you better hope you do.”

      We stand there, the silence between us thick with unexpressed feelings. We’ve always been a united front—the Boyle brothers against the world. When I gave up trying to claw my way out of this life and embraced the darkness as my legacy, Tommy and Shelby stood by my side. Nothing has ever shaken their support until today.

      Tommy takes a step back, running a hand through his short, dark hair, letting out a breath. “Just don’t drag us all down with you, Dave. We’ve lost too much as it is.”

      The door clicks shut behind them, but Tommy’s judgment lingers like smoke in the air. His words echo in my head. Mom’s passing is still too fresh and painful for us to talk openly about it. But I can read between the lines so I know that was the loss he meant.

      As for Alexia and Rose, am I making the right call? Is this about more than just getting under Igor’s skin?

      I take a breath, forcing down the voices in my head. There’s no room for second-guessing now. I made my decision the moment I answered Alexia’s call.

      Rose.

      She’s already with my men, hidden away in a safe house in Wychmere Harbor. We grabbed her first, hours ago. Igor’s security was too focused on Alexia to see us coming. Taking Rose was the easy part.

      Taking Alexia? That’s where things will get really complicated.
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      The growl of the Maserati’s engine fills the narrow alley as I pull up, gun in hand, ready. My men flank Alexia’s limo and entourage, their SUVs blocking any escape. Igor’s men spill out of their cars like cockroaches in a panic, but they’re too slow. Too unprepared.

      I fire first.

      The sound of gunfire rips through the street, and my pulse kicks into overdrive. Adrenaline floods my veins and everything snaps into place. The chaos of the fight, the deafening blasts, the coppery scent hanging in the cold air—all of it sharp, urgent, alive. Gunpowder stings the back of my throat, its familiar burn fueling the rush. My men move with precision, covering my back, but it’s my bullets dropping most of Igor’s thugs. I’ve done this too many times to count. But it never feels any less mechanical.

      One of the goons gets a shot off, the bullet slamming into my chest. Pain radiates through my ribs, but the Kevlar vest absorbs the worst of the impact. It’s a reminder of just how close I always am to the edge.

      “Asshole should’ve aimed for my head,” I mutter through gritted teeth as I take aim.

      I don’t miss. One shot between the eyes, and he’s down.

      The moment the last Bratva thug drops, I’m at the limo door. My pulse is still hammering, adrenaline coursing through me like wildfire. I yank the door open, and there she is.

      Alexia. My Sandy.

      She’s curled up in the seat, arms wrapped around herself, her body trembling like a cornered animal. Her hair is a mess, the long blonde strands sticking to her pale, tear-streaked cheek. For a second, something inside me wavers—an old, long-buried instinct to protect her.

      But then I remember.

      I remember everything; her betrayal is as vivid as ever in my mind.

      That helps me rebuild the fortress around my heart.

      My fingers wrap around her wrist, and for a split second, I have to fight the urge to squeeze harder than I should. It’s not her I want to crush. It’s everything she’s done, everything she represents. But damn if she doesn’t make it hard to separate the two.

      Her head snaps up, and her amber eyes widen when they land on me.

      “Thank God it’s you,” she whispers, her voice trembling like she’s relieved to see me.

      For a moment, I see her the way she was back then—the girl who once made me believe in things I should’ve known better than to trust. But the illusion vanishes as quickly as it comes. She’s not that innocent girl anymore, and I’m sure as hell not the man who loved her.

      I yank her out of the limo harder than I should. She stumbles, her legs weak beneath her, that damn black silk dress clinging to her like a second skin. It’s like she’s still trying to be the woman I fell for, still playing the role she thinks will work on me.

      It just pisses me off more.

      “Don’t thank your lucky stars just yet.” My voice is low, sharp. “You’ll regret this reunion before the day’s over.”

      Her eyes dart to mine, a flicker of confusion and desperation in them. “Dave, what do you mean? I asked for your help.”

      I grit my teeth, trying to bury the part of me that still reacts to her. “Be careful what you pray for, princess. The gods just might listen.”

      She stumbles again, her voice rising in panic. “Where’s Rose? Did you get her? Please, Dave—tell me she’s safe!”

      Her words hit me harder than I expected, digging deep into places I thought were long dead. “Rose is safe. We grabbed her this morning. She’s in a safe house. You’ll go to her soon.”

      Relief floods her face, but it’s short-lived. Her eyes flick past me, locking onto the men waiting by the SUV—my bodyguards, Phil and Angus. Phil’s holding a black hood.

      “Dave, no. Please. Don’t blindfold me. I’ll behave. I promise. Just… don’t do it like this.”

      Her voice cracks, and she grabs at me, her hands batting at my arms, her legs kicking out as panic takes over. For a second, I hate her. Hate her for putting me in this position, for needing me. I hate myself more for not being able to walk away.

      I haul her off her feet, ignoring the sting of her nails raking across my arm despite the thick fabric of my black suit. Angus strides in, securing her wrists and ankles with zip ties. Phil pulls the hood over her head, muffling her pleas.

      “Do it,” I bark, harsher than I mean to.

      Angus nods and injects the sedative into her neck. Her body goes limp in my arms, she’s weightless, like a ghost. Very fitting. That’s what she’s become. The memories of what we used to have haunt my mind, sneaking up on me when I least expect.

      I settle her in the back seat, strapping her in.

      I slam the door shut and turn to Angus. “You know what to do. Report when you’re done.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      I watch as the SUV pulls away, taking her with it. I should feel relieved. I should feel something. But all I feel is the weight of what I’ve just done. The line I’ve crossed. The line that gets harder and harder to see every time I step over it.

      I slide into the driver’s seat of the Maserati, shutting the door. My forehead rests against the steering wheel for a moment, the tension coiling tighter in my chest.

      Tommy would call me a fool. Hell, Shelby wouldn’t be far behind. But they don’t know what it’s like to look into her eyes and feel that pull, that goddamn pull that’s never gone away.

      “What the hell have I just done?” The words scrape past my clenched teeth, but there’s no answer. Not one I want, anyway.

      I fish my phone from the inner pocket of my jacket and dial a number.

      Joe DiLorenzo picks it up on the second ring, “What’s up, D?”

      “I need your cleaning crew. My men are busy at the moment.”

      Our families belong to the same syndicate so I know he will help me no questions asked.

      “On it. Just tell me where to send them.”

      After giving him the address, I hang up and pocket the phone again. I push the start button and the engine roars back to life. I shift into gear, peeling out of the alley, the bodies of Igor’s men lying cold behind me. I tell myself that’s what’s bothering me—the bodies, the recklessness of our attack. But I know better. It’s not the cops I’m worried about.

      War’s coming. I know it. Hell, I’ve been waiting for it. The Irish Brotherhood’s got my back, and I’ve got the firepower of the whole Syndicate to end this once and for all.

      But as I grip the wheel tighter, the gnawing feeling in my gut refuses to die.

      I’ll win the war. I know that much.

      But will my heart survive it?

      I push the thought away, forcing my eyes on the street ahead. This is what I signed up for the moment I answered her call. There’s no turning back. No matter how dangerous it gets.

      Hours later, I stand from my chair in the main office of my hotel chain, stretching to undo the knots in my back. The floor-to-ceiling windows reveal the bay, boats glinting in the night lights. I hadn’t noticed it had gotten so late.

      A soft knock at the door. Greg, my head of security, comes in, carrying a small wooden box.

      “A courier just delivered this,” he says, setting it on my desk. “I’ve checked it. It’s safe.”

      He slides open the lid, and my stomach churns at the sight inside: a severed ear, an earring of gold, and tiny emeralds glinting in the low light. I know this earring. I was with Alexia when she bought that jewel for her nanny.

      “Motherfucker!” The curse grates from my throat as I pull a folded sheet of paper from the box and open it, staring down at Igor’s scrawled message.

      
        
        I have Alina.

        I will kill her.

        I’ll keep killing everyone you know

        until you return Alexia and Rose to me.
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      The first thing I’m aware of is the cold creeping across my skin, seeping through the fog clouding my mind. It’s like my sluggish mind is detached from reality and I’m floating in some in-between dimension. My head throbs, a dull pounding at my temples, and my mouth is dry, parched as if I’ve swallowed the entire Sahara. Slowly, awareness filters back, and the fog lifts just enough for me to register the unfamiliar feel of the sheets against my body.

      The sheets are soft and my senses start to stir as I slowly push myself up. My arms shake weakly, as if I’ve been asleep for days. Blinking, I try to focus on my surroundings, but the room spins. I grab the mattress edge, steadying myself as the nausea rises, burning my throat. I close my eyes, take deep breaths, and swallow hard until the sensation subsides. The air smells faintly of leather and something sharper—cologne, perhaps—though I can’t place it. There’s a strange familiarity to it, but it makes my skin tingle with uncertainty.

      When I reopen my eyes, my vision finally steadies and I take in the room around me. It’s large but shrouded in shadow, the heavy curtains pulled tightly across the windows, blocking out any natural light. The walls are paneled in dark wood, giving the room an old-world atmosphere—a luxury one. A crystal chandelier hangs above, its sharp edges catching the dim light from the bedside lamp. The oversized bed beneath me is draped in luxurious silk sheets, cool against my skin. The entire place exudes opulence, but instead of comforted, I feel oppressed, suffocated.

      I glance down at my wrists, and my breath catches in my throat. Bruises. Angry red marks where the zip ties had cut into my skin. The sight of them sends a jolt of fear through me, and I jerk back instinctively, scrambling to get to my feet, remembering how I got here. My legs wobble as I stand up and grip the bedpost to steady myself.

      Where am I?

      My pulse quickens as unforgiving memories rush back. Igor’s men grabbing me, their hands rough, shoving me into the back of the limo. My heart pounds at the memory, and my hands fly to my throat, my breath coming faster. They were taking me God knows where. Igor was furious at Rose’s disappearance, and he wanted to ensure I wasn’t next. I felt so helpless then. But I was rescued—by Dave.

      Dave.

      A memory sneaks into my mind like a whisper, the way Dave defended me. He’s saved me like the knight in shining armor he doesn’t admit he is.

      Dave.

      His men must have brought me here. The last thing I remember is Dave pulling me out of Igor’s clutches and sending me away with his men. They drugged me and brought me here. But where is here? This room feels… familiar, yet at the same time, unsettling. It reminds me of Dave’s childhood home, though I’m positive it’s not. I believe he mentioned a safe house…

      Panic slams into me like a derailed freight train.

      “Rose… where is she?” I grunt, my voice raspy, barely audible.

      My heart lurches; my stomach drops. I stumble toward the window, yanking the curtain back. Outside, nothing but darkness stretches before me, and my nerves knot. There are no familiar landmarks in the pitch-black in front of me, no way to tell where I am or how much time has passed.

      I press my hand to the glass, the cool of my breath fogging the surface. “Where’s my baby?”

      The question tears through me, frantic and wild. I have taken every precaution to keep Rose safe since the day she was born. But the world feels dangerous now, dark and predatory, and I have no idea where she is. Now I remember clearly. Dave told me his men had already taken her somewhere safe. He promised I’d reunite with her.

      I won’t find peace until I see her again.

      My hands start to tremble, and I grip the windowsill, trying to anchor myself. Bile rises in my throat, and my knees nearly buckle.

      I can’t breathe.

      I stagger back from the window, pressing my palms to my face. “Calm down, Alexia. Think,” I mutter. But my mind is racing, spinning in a thousand directions at once, and all I can think about is how badly I’ve failed. I promised myself I’d protect Rose, that I’d never let anyone hurt her, but here I am, locked in a strange room, bruised and drugged, with no clue as to what has happened to her.

      As I try to gather my wits, I glance down and realize I’m not wearing my black cocktail dress anymore. It’s been replaced by a large, white button-up shirt. I clutch the crisp fabric in my fists, pulling it tighter around my body, my skin tingling with confusion. My heart skips a couple of beats, and I feel a wave of conflicting emotions wash over me.

      Dave must have changed me. The idea of him seeing me like this, stripped of everything, leaves me feeling exposed, vulnerable—but oddly not disgusted, which is very confusing.

      There’s safety in knowing Dave is the one who pulled me from the nightmare, but at the same time, there’s an ache—something raw and unhealed. He’s still the man I once loved. Yet, years have passed. So much has changed between us. How could he see me like this—weak, broken—and still want to help me?

      I try to bury the memories, but they rise unbidden—the nights we spent together, the way his hands felt on my skin, the way he used to look at me like I was the only person in the world who mattered. But that was years ago, at least five long years. Before everything fell apart. Before I betrayed him and married Igor in an effort to keep everyone I love safe. I did that for Dave, for my father, and for my unborn child. I got nothing for myself out of this rotten deal. Except pain and horror.

      The thought of it—the sacrifice I made—tightens like a fist in my chest. Dave never knew. He still doesn’t. How could I tell him the truth? How could I face him after all this time, knowing that the child I kept hidden from him is his, not Igor’s?

      Dave always said he wanted a big family, like his parents. Growing up, I was in awe of how his mother, Martha, was loving and caring. Mine was, too, but there was an aura about Mrs. Boyle that captivated everyone in her orbit. My father was good to me, his only child. He was devastated after Mom passed. But he didn’t hold a candle to the way Jack Boyle doted on Martha and their boys.

      My worst fear is that Dave would take Rose from me as punishment for hiding her paternity from him. He is a ruthless man, and forgiveness doesn’t come easy to him. I’ve seen him in action many times over the years to doubt this assessment.

      Things just turned more complicated now. I must tread a fine line with Dave because he’ll have questions about the danger I’m running from. If I tell him the truth, that Igor plans to sell Rose to the highest bidder, Dave might figure out she’s not Igor’s daughter. Not even an abject monster such as my husband would do that to his own flesh and blood. Or worse, Dave might not believe me and think I’m part of some large conspiracy to hurt him and his family. Igor and the Boyles have been ferocious enemies for a long time.

      A soft knock at the door pulls me from my spiraling thoughts, and I stiffen, my heart lurching. The door creaks open, and an older woman steps inside. Her silver hair is pulled back into a neat bun, her face lined with age and experience. My breath catches in my throat when I recognize her.

      “Moira?” My voice is barely above a breath.

      She has been with the Boyle family for years. She practically raised Dave and his three brothers as their mother’s extremely successful career as a therapist took off and while their father solidified the Boyles’ empire of crime. That also means she knows exactly who I am.

      The older woman smiles gently, her eyes soft. “Aye, lass. It’s been too long.”

      She moves with practiced grace, setting a tray of food down on the table by the window. The smell of something warm and savory wafts through the room, but I can’t focus on it. My stomach feels too tight with anxiety to accept any food.

      Moira scans me with a quiet, unnerving understanding. There’s no judgment, no accusation—just warmth. And yet, I feel like she can see right through me, every secret I’ve tried to bury deep inside. Then again, she was always a great judge of character.

      “You’ve been through hell,” she says softly, sitting down beside me on the edge of the bed. Her Irish accent, thick and lilting, is comforting, a small reminder of good moments from my childhood. “But you’re safe here.”

      I shake my head, my hands gripping the sheets beneath me. “Where is Rose?” I ask, my voice cracking under the weight of the question. “Is she safe?”

      Moira’s face softens. She doesn’t answer immediately. She hesitates, her eyes flicking to the door before meeting mine again. “She’s safe, love,” she says finally, her voice gentle. “But that’s all I can tell you for now. It’s late, past ten. Eat something and get some rest. I’ll come back in the morning.”

      I tense, a surge of panic rising up inside me. “No, I need to see her. I need to know she’s okay.”

      Moira reaches out, placing a hand on my arm. Her touch is warm, grounding, but it does little to ease the fear gnawing at my chest. “I know you’re worried, lass, but you can’t leave. Not yet.”

      I stand up so fast the room spins around me. “I’m locked in here like a prisoner,” I say, my voice rising with frustration. “How is that supposed to help me calm down or stop worrying?”

      Moira doesn’t flinch at my outburst, her expression calm and patient. “It’s Dave’s orders. He’s doing what he thinks is best for you and for Rose.” She winks and lowers her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “And he always knows what’s best in these circumstances.”

      Dave.

      The name stings, a reminder of everything I’ve tried to forget. My chest tightens with frustration, anger bubbling up beneath the surface. I ignore her attempt at calming me and pace the length of the room, my hands shaking. “He’s keeping me here, just like Igor did. How is that any better?”

      Moira sighs softly. “He’s trying to protect you. There’s danger out there. Until Dave knows it’s safe, he can’t let you leave.”

      I stop pacing, my heart hammering in my chest.

      Danger.

      Igor.

      He’s still out there, lurking in the shadows, waiting for the right moment to strike like the venomous snake that he is. My skin crawls at the thought of him finding Rose, of him getting to her before I can. The memory of his cruelty makes me shiver.

      “I need to see my daughter,” I groan, my voice barely audible.

      “I’m sorry, love. Just know that she’s in good hands. My own daughter, Nadya, is looking after Rose until you can go to her,” Moira says gently, standing and moving toward the door. “For now, you need to rest. Regain your strength. I’ll be back in the morning.”

      The door closes softly behind her, leaving me alone in the dimly lit room. The silence is deafening, pressing in on me from all sides.

      I resume pacing the length of the Persian carpet that covers the marble floor between the bed and the bay window.

      As my wayward thoughts chase one another in my head, I glance at my cell phone sitting on the nightstand, my fingers itching to reach for it.

      I could call my cousin, Olivia. She’s the only one I can trust. She’s always stood by my side through the best and worst moments. I tell her everything, except the secret I’ve found out about Igor. That one could get her killed.

      Hell, it would get me killed if I hadn’t escaped. The truth is, it can still get us all killed.

      I stop pacing and stare at the phone. Olivia tried to help me escape before, but Igor has always been two steps ahead of me. She got me Dave’s private number to call this time.

      But what would I say if I called her? What could she possibly do now to help me?

      I give in and stretch myself to get the phone.

      At the same time, the thought of Igor finding out that she helped me makes my blood run cold. I hover over her contact for a long moment. I could really use her support right now. She is always ready to listen to me and that, sometimes, is all I need. My thumb trembles as I consider pressing Call.

      But in the end, I can’t. I toss the phone onto the bed. My chest tightens with guilt. I can’t drag her into this dangerous situation.

      I walk over to the window, press my back against the wall beside it, and sink down until my butt hits the thick carpet, my hands trembling as I bury my face in them.

      Trapped.

      That’s what I am. No matter where I go, no matter who I’m with, I’m always trapped.

      First Igor, now Dave.

      There’s no escape for me, no way out.

      Panic crushes my lungs, stealing my ability to breathe as my mind flies back in time to my wedding night: Igor was cackling as he rattled the chains binding me to the filthy dungeon floor. I couldn’t see a damn thing behind the coarse fabric of the black hood covering my head.

      That’s why I panicked when Dave’s man blindfolded me. I was back in Igor’s dungeon again.

      After that first night, he would leave me locked up for days, sometimes naked or in my flimsy underwear. He had to tie me up to break me. He didn’t realize his promises to kill everyone I loved had already done so.

      Each breath I took under that fucking hood reeked of rancid butter and old urine. Still I fought to keep my sanity amid the shit show that my life became after I married a soulless monster.

      I shake my head to get rid of the gut-wrenching memories. Looking out the window, I notice the sky has turned pinkish at some point without me realizing it.

      I push myself up from the floor, pacing the room again. My heart pounds in my chest, each beat echoing in the deafening silence around me. The walls feel like they’re closing in, and I can’t shake the feeling that no matter what I do, no matter where I go, I’ll never be free again. Igor will always be out there waiting for me to slip up.

      The door opens again, and I whirl around, my pulse spiking. Dave steps inside, his presence filling the room like a storm cloud—dark and foreboding but utterly fascinating in a wicked way. He’s dressed all in a black button-up shirt, slacks, and a leather jacket. His broad shoulders fill the doorway, his black hair tossed like he’s been riding his motorcycle or running his long fingers through it. My palms tingle as the sensory memory of the lush thickness of his hair surges inside me like a freaking tsunami. His deep-set green eyes lock onto mine, and for a moment, I forget to breathe. They sparkle with the dark luminescence of the ocean under the moonlight and are equally enthralling.

      “Alexia,” he utters under his breath, his voice low and steady, but there’s an edge to it, something dangerous simmering beneath the surface.

      I swallow hard, my pulse quickening as he takes a step inside and closes the door behind him with a resolute clink. My body tenses, but not with fear. There’s something else—a pull, a memory of the man I once loved, my first and only. The man I’ve been trying to forget. But he’s not that man anymore. He’s different now, hardened by the world he lives in.

      “We need to talk,” he says, his gaze never leaving mine.

      And I know that whatever he’s about to say will change everything forever.
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      The roar of my motorcycle echoes off the concrete walls of the empty warehouse as I roll in, parking beside my brothers’ bikes. My leather jacket creaks as I swing my leg over the seat. After hours on the road, the tightness of my jeans against my thighs becomes uncomfortable. My gun digs into my back, tucked securely in the waist of my jeans, a familiar weight. As I pull it free, my fingers graze the worn grip, the cold metal grounding me in the chaos.

      We’ve spent the last twelve hours chasing dead ends, tracking down every lead we could find on Alina, Alexia’s nanny. The second I step closer to where my brothers stand, the truth of the situation hits me like a punch to the gut.

      We are too fucking late.

      The warehouse is bathed in harsh fluorescent light that casts a cold glow over everything. Exposed rafters form a skeletal grid above. The resin-coated floor is spotless, reflecting the lights overhead. The brightness stings my eyes, making the air feel sharp, suffocating, as if there’s no place to escape from the glare.

      I look up, the rafters looming high above, their steel beams cutting through the light like cold, hard lines. The sheer openness of the space makes me feel small, exposed. There’s nowhere to hide, nothing hidden in shadows. Everything is too bright, too bare. My jaw tightens, my pulse quickens. The place is wrong—too clean for what just happened, too stark for the violence that hangs in the air.

      The metallic, sharp stench of death hits me. Sweet old Alina is dead.

      Her naked body sways gently from a hook in the rafters. Her hands are tied above her head, her feet dangle above the ground. Blood drips in thick, sticky pools beneath her, the glistening trail of countless stab wounds still fresh. Igor’s signature brutality is on full display. Her death was undignified. Slow. Prolonged. Excruciating.

      My stomach churns, and my fists clench at my sides, the sleeves of my jacket pulling tight across my forearms. Rage simmers just below the surface, begging for release, but I grit my teeth until my jaw hurts to keep my emotions in check. Every part of me screams to break something—anything—but I know that won’t bring her back. Alina is gone, just another innocent crushed under Igor’s boot in his twisted game.

      Besides, I have to consider my position as leader of the Boyle family, the Irish Brotherhood, and the Syndicate. I can’t come off as unhinged as I feel.

      I turn to face Tommy, who stands a few feet away, his tall frame rigid, arms crossed over his broad chest. His jacket is similar to mine but darker, more worn, and stretches over his muscles like a second skin. His face is set in a hard mask, blue eyes glinting with icy fury. He doesn’t speak; he doesn’t need to. We’re all thinking the same thing: Igor is a step ahead. Again.

      Shelby steps beside me, his stance unmistakably military. He’s still got the build of a Marine—tall and lean, his body always ready for action. His army-green shirt is rolled up, revealing muscular forearms and a faded tattoo from his days in service. His jaw is clenched, the tension clear in every line of his face as his blue eyes scan the blood-soaked scene before him. “He’s not stopping until he has everything,” he mutters, his voice low and controlled, but I can see the same fury bubbling beneath the surface. “Alina… She was just… She didn’t deserve this.”

      “None of them do. Igor’s a soulless devil,” I say, my voice tight, struggling to keep my emotions from spilling out. “We’re too late for her, but not for Alexia. She’s next on Igor’s list.” I stop talking to draw a deep breath. As I exhale, I manage to get my temper under control enough to express my wayward thoughts. “Alexia didn’t have a chance to tell me much when she called and asked for help. She only mentioned that she and her daughter Rose were in danger. We have to find out what’s going on.”

      Tommy nods grimly. His thick arms uncross and his fists tighten at his sides, the worn leather of his jacket creaking with the movement. “We need to be quicker. Smarter. Igor’s playing chess while we’re still catching up.”

      “He’s too many moves ahead of us,” Shelby says. When he crosses his arms, the muscles in his forearms flex, and his tension becomes clear in every line of his body.

      I stare up at Alina’s body again, at the bloodied mess of her, and tighten my grip on the handle of my gun. “This is a deadly game we can’t afford to lose,” I say, turning to face my brothers. “We can’t let this happen again.”

      Tommy pulls out his phone, already scrolling through his contacts with practiced ease. His fingers move quickly over the screen. “I’ll call our allies in the Syndicate. Someone always knows something.”

      Shelby nods and heads toward his bike, his steps heavy, his hand gripping the keys tightly. “I’ll see what I can dig up.”

      “Shelby, before you go, call our men. I want Alina’s body removed and taken care of. I want a proper burial with the respect and honor she deserves.”

      My brother salutes me. “On it, boss.”

      I nod in acknowledgment and turn to leave.

      I can’t stay here, not with Alina’s body strung above me as a gruesome warning. My chest is tight, my thoughts too loud. I need to move. To act.

      When I get to my motorcycle, I glance at my brothers over my shoulder and with a clenched jaw I say, “You handle this part of the plan. I’ll cover my end. Let me know what you find.”

      I kick my bike into gear and tear out of the warehouse. The image of Alina’s mutilated body is burned into the back of my mind. Every mile I cover, the need for vengeance claws at me. I can feel the weight of this fight pressing down on me—Rose’s and Alexia’s fates are tangled in this mess.

      I won’t let Igor take anything more from me.
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      The door to Alexia’s room creaks as I open it, shattering the early morning silence. I enter cautiously, aware that my staff is still asleep. The soft sunlight filtering through the windows casts long shadows on the walls, making me hesitate for a moment in the doorway. But then I see her. She paces back and forth for the length of the untouched bed, which means she didn’t use it last night. Her bare feet move silently across the carpet. She’s pacing in nothing but my shirt, her movements tight, like a caged animal.

      Seeing her in my shirt stirs something deep inside me—something I’ve buried for too long. My focus should be on the mission, not on the past, not on her. I push it down, but it lingers, nagging at me.

      Now isn’t the time. It can’t be.

      This isn’t about me and my feelings.

      She stops in her tracks when she hears the door. Her head snaps up and she turns to face me, her hazel eyes wide. For a split second, relief flashes across her features before it is replaced by apprehension and wariness. There’s something different about her now—an uncertainty and fragility that I’ve never seen before. It’s a far cry from the fierce, defiant woman she used to be. Then, she had a fire that burned through every wall I’d put up. Now, she’s defensive, fearful. What happened to her to cause this transformation? I don’t believe motherhood alone would do this.

      Her body tenses as if she’s considering running away, but then she steadies herself and stands tall, shoulders stiff. There’s something in her posture, an edge of fragility beneath the surface, like she’s holding herself together by the sheer power of her will. Then again, she was always a strong-willed girl growing up.

      “Alexia,” I murmur, forcing myself to step inside, then shutting the door behind me. “We need to talk.” The room feels too small, too charged with the weight of everything we never told each other.

      I take another step forward, forcing my face into the cold, controlled mask I wear too damn well. But then I catch her gaze, those familiar hazel eyes filled with a fire that’s somehow dulled, and a beat too long passes before I look away. My hand twitches, almost reaching for her—an unconscious pull I barely restrain. I clench my fist at my side instead, nails digging in, forcing myself to remember who I am now—who she made me become when she left. I can’t afford to let her see how much she still affects me.

      A muscle pulses in her cheek as she sets her jaw tightly. She struggles to steady her breath as she demands, “I want to see Rose. Why am I still locked in here?”

      Despite admiring her courage, I need to establish rules and boundaries for our new relationship. I move closer, with slow and deliberate footsteps, my eyes never leaving hers. “Watch your tone, Alexia. Nobody orders me around.” She blinks a couple of times and I can almost hear the gears grinding in her head. When she doesn’t back down, I add in a flat tone, “Moira’s already explained to you why you were kept here. I’ll take you to Rose myself today.”

      She lowers her chin a fraction as an audible sigh escapes her. “Where are my clothes?”

      “We had to scan you and your phone for tracking devices. I had your clothes burned. I didn’t want to take any chances—there’s new technology in fabrics that can’t be easily detected.”

      Frustration flashes in her eyes as she presses her lips together in a thin line. “I’m not your prisoner, Dave.”

      I step closer until I’m just a foot away from her and towering over her small frame. “You’re not?” I snicker, arching an eyebrow and tilting my head to the right. “Then what the hell are you, Sandy?” I taunt, using my old nickname for her. Her sharp intake of breath tells me I hit a nerve. “Because from my view point, you’re right back in my life, under my roof, playing by my rules.”

      Her cheeks flush but there’s a defiant fierceness in her eyes that tells me she won’t let me intimidate her. Or that she’s contemplating calling my bluff. She had me wrapped around her finger before. Now, she clenches her hands at her sides, but they stay steady. Although she’s afraid, her fear won’t stop her from standing her ground. “You don’t have to do it like this. I didn’t ask for⁠—”

      “For what, my help?” I interrupt, my pent-up anger erupting after all those years. “What the fuck do you think you did when you called me? You begged me. So don’t act like you didn’t want this.”

      There’s a spark of terror in her gaze that breaks my already fragile resolve. I reach for her cheek, still intending to stay detached. The warmth of her skin catches me off guard, a shock to the coldness I’d forced into my heart. My thumb brushes over her cheek in an unintended, lingering motion—a softness I can’t afford, yet can’t resist either.

      I clear my throat, trying to keep my voice steady. “What’s going on?” I force calm into my words, pretending I hadn’t just broken my own rules.

      An unbearable silence hangs in the air, heavy with unspoken words and ancient feelings. When she breaks it, her voice trembles while fear creases her expression. “Everyone knows Igor is a violent, cruel man.” Her eyes dart around before returning to mine. “I’m afraid of what he might do to Rose.”

      “Cruelty takes many forms, Alexia. What exactly do you mean?” I scan her face for clues.

      She drops her head to escape me.

      I tuck a finger under her chin to lift it.

      “Igor’s slapped Rose a few too many times over the years,” she explains in a small voice.

      Disgust sours my gut.

      “She’s a four-and-a-half-year-old girl!” I fume, before realizing the obvious. “And he struck you when you tried to protect Rose?”

      Alexia nods.

      “Son of a bitch!” My heart plummets at the thought.

      I have to remind myself: Alexia isn’t mine to protect anymore. The memory of when I last saw her with Igor does it. Two weeks ago, we were at a charity dinner. Her hand was draped over his arm as she made the rounds. She was radiant. She always seems to thrive in these social events.

      I refocus on the present. This situation with Rose is horrible. Yet I don’t believe she’d ask for my help over this.

      “Why did you say Rose was in danger? What aren’t you telling me?”

      “I’m afraid he might snap and hurt her badly. She’s so fragile,” she offers, too quickly.

      I catch a dark glimpse in her eyes. “What else?”

      “Nothing.”

      I can’t shake off the suspicion there’s more to this story. I run my fingers through my hair, letting out an exasperated sigh. “Alexia, don’t insult my intelligence. We’re going around in circles. I know you’re lying. Now, spill it!”

      “Igor…” She hesitates, wringing her hands, before finally confessing, “He’s involved in human trafficking.”

      That explains her fear for her own safety.

      “He knows you’ve found out.”

      She nods a couple of times.

      “Why didn’t you tell me this at that fucking dinner?” I demand, my eyes narrowing as I search her face for any hint of manipulation.

      “I was scared…” she murmurs, barely lifting her gaze.

      My instincts scream that Alexia could be playing me. But the memory of the fear in her voice on the phone returns with full force. That desperation—I’d never heard anything like that from her. It was real. She’d have to be an award-winning actress to pull off that kind of deceit.

      “We need to put an end to his operation,” I say firmly. “Bring justice to those victims of Igor’s greed.” My heart crumbles s at the thought of Alexia being in danger. I grasp her hand in mine. The weight of her trembling fingers remind me of what we once had—and lost. “I promise you. I won’t let that monster lay a finger on you or your child.”

      “Thank you, Dave.” Tears well up in her eyes.

      Conflicting emotions war within me—fear for their safety, anger toward Igor, but the determination to protect Alexia and Rose wins.

      “We’ll figure out a plan to keep you hidden until we can take down Igor and his allies,” I reassure her, squeezing her hand tightly. “I won’t rest until it’s done.”

      She slowly withdraws her hand from mine, her gaze dropping to the floor again for a second, before she looks back up at me, fire returning behind her eyes. “You said you’re taking me to Rose today, right?” she presses, her voice rising with fear and urgency. “I need to see her. I need to know she’s safe.”

      “Rose is safe,” I reply, my tone hard because there’s the topic of Alina’s disturbing death that I still need to bring up.

      “She is?” she sighs but narrows her eyes, catching the emphasis I gave her daughter’s name. “What do you mean? What else happened?”

      I rake my fingers through my hair as I fight the gruesome memories of the scene inside the warehouse. “Look, I hate to be the one to tell you this. Something did happen last night and Alina’s dead. I’m so sorry.”

      Her breath hitches and she staggers backward. Her eyes widen, filling with primal grief. A sob claws its way out, ragged and uncontrolled.

      I clench my fists at my sides, fighting the overwhelming need to hold her. She’s not mine to comfort, no matter how badly I want to pull her close.

      “What… what happened to her?” she chokes out.

      I hesitate, knowing the truth would shatter her further. “Igor’s men got to her before my brothers and I could.”

      She stares at me, lips trembling as she tries to process what I’ve just told her. The weight of it all is crashing down on her; I can see the cracks. She’s no longer the fierce, defiant woman I once knew. She’s scared, vulnerable, and for a heartbeat, I feel a flicker of something—something I can’t afford to feel.

      “She didn’t deserve that,” Alexia whispers, her voice barely audible.

      “No,” I agree, my voice rough. “She didn’t.”

      The room falls into an uncomfortable silence, with the weight of everything unsaid pressing down on us. I step back, putting distance between us. “I’ll have Moira bring you some clothes I bought for you yesterday. Get ready. We’re leaving in an hour to go to Rose.”

      I turn and head for the door, shutting it behind me, though every instinct demands I stay by her side. Outside, I brace myself against the wall, pressing a hand to the cool plaster, grounding myself. My pulse still races, and I close my eyes briefly, willing away the memory of her scent
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