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      Readers, this is it.

      

      I’ve been planning this book for years. I always knew I wanted everything Sloane and Joseph in one place, and that I wanted to give them the most gorgeous formatting possible. I wanted a cover that screamed Joseph, and branding that stood up to Sloane’s

      beyond-badass attitude.

      

      For a while, I didn’t know if it was going to happen. But then one thing led to another, and…

      

      Well, here we are. This one’s for the readers who want their heroines to be just as badass as their heroes, and their heroes to be half insane for trying to keep up. For the girls who don’t flinch at picking up a gun, and the guys who know when to keep their mouths shut, and when to tell the girls to sit down and shut up.

      

      For the girls with the bad ideas, and the guys who swoop in to save them.

      

      And for every one of you, who has been on this ride with me and loves the characters just as much as I do. My entire heart belongs to you.

      

      And to Michael, who is secretly still my favorite. Don’t tell Joseph.

      

      Xoxo,

      -Q
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      I threw myself back against the wall and ducked a quick peek around the corner, my heart hammering against my ribs.

      I’d never been so terrified in my life, and that was saying something. I was daughter of the head of the Irish mob, and I’d been around the block more than once. Hell, my life had been in danger more times than I wanted to count. I’d seen men shot right in front of me, run from men trying to kidnap me.

      I’d lost friends on more than one occasion.

      But I’d never been out on the streets without backup. And the enemy had never had my best friend pinned to the ground in an alley behind my favorite coffee shop.

      I brought my mind back to the present and stared down the alley, squinting to try to make out what was going on in the darkness. Shit. Shit, shit, shit. We’d been so good at hiding what we were doing, and I’d thought we were actually getting away with it. Joseph Rossi and I had been best friends since we were six, and I didn’t think anyone had ever suspected. If they had, we would have heard about it before now.

      Hell, we’d probably be dead.

      Because that was what happened when the princess of the Irish mob happened to be best friends with the heir apparent of the biggest Italian family in the city.

      But someone had figured something out, because we’d been in the middle of having a celebratory coffee, fresh out of our high school graduation, when the goons showed up and started manhandling me. They’d had only one thing on their minds, and that had been my destruction.

      Until Joseph stepped in and doomed himself by saving me.

      They’d gone after him in response, and though I’d managed to escape into the hallway, Joseph hadn’t been so lucky.

      They were now beating the shit out of him in the darkness, and I could hardly believe what I was seeing. My eyes flashed from one shadowed face to another, marking the features of the men who’d come after us. I didn’t know their names. Didn’t even know their ranks. But I recognized the faces, because I’d seen them plenty of times.

      Those were the men who escorted Joseph when he was out on official family business. They were Rossi soldiers, and there was only one reason for that.

      Fat Jimmy Rossi had sent soldiers after his own kid, to punish him for hanging out with me.

      What the fuck was he even thinking, to do such a thing? That was his oldest son, for fuck’s sake, and those guys were going to kill him!

      Unless I could do something to stop it.

      And that would only work if the backup I’d called–

      At that moment, light sliced across the alley, highlighting the men standing over Joseph, their fists raised as they got ready to strike again. They all froze at the light, though, and turned as one toward its source.

      I looked up, too, but I wasn’t surprised like the men.

      I was grinning. Because Brooks had finally managed to arrive.

      “Thank God,” I breathed.

      Brooks slid the bike to a stop, jumped off, and ran for the crowd of men before the thing had fully halted. Before they could react, she’d ducked and managed some sort of kung fu something, grabbing Joseph off the ground and turning in the same action, then sprinting for the bike. We hadn’t had much time on the phone when I called, desperate for help, but we hadn’t needed it.

      Brooks and I had been planning this rescue for some time. We hadn’t known when we might have to use it, but we already knew exactly how it went.

      So when the Rossi soldiers finally came back to life and started going for their guns, I was already stepping around the corner and aiming, my finger on the trigger of my own Glock. I was the fastest shot in my family, and I had the jump on them.

      Those men didn’t stand a chance.

      Would Fat Jimmy put a hit on whoever took out some of his best soldiers? Absolutely.

      But he’d never know it was me.

      And let’s face it: He’d never believe a tiny eighteen-year-old Irish girl could take out an entire crew of Rossi men.

      Of course, he’d never seen me defending my best friend. He didn’t have the first fucking clue what I’d do to keep his son safe.

      I watched as Brooks got Joseph onto the back of her bike, saw him turn to give me one shocked look, and then started firing on his father’s hitmen.
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      “I’m never going home again.”

      “Careful what you wish for, Red,” the voice immediately to my right muttered, sleepy with sunshine and more than a little bit slurred, thanks to the five or so margaritas we’d had since we arrived at the beach. “That’s the sort of thing someone says right before they get offed by the designated villain.”

      The second statement was sharper than the first, and I glanced at her, wondering what the hell she was getting at.

      The picture I saw was, of course, a girl who looked like she should be fucking modeling rather than laying on the beach in Santa Monica, on Christmas break from law school. Brooks Peterson—short for Brooklyn, a name she hated with the heat of a million suns—had always been taller than me. More gorgeous than me. Sassier than me. Then we’d come west to go to UCLA for college and she got even sassier.

      These days she was dying her used-to-be-blonde hair a bright fire engine red. Wearing black eyeliner with a wing that made it look like a makeup artist lived in the same house as she did.

      There was no makeup artist in her house. I knew, because I lived there too, and if there had been a makeup artist in residence, I would have been sporting the same look. As opposed to the hurried brush of blush and eye shadow I generally managed. With more mascara than anything else. Maybe some lipstick on days when I was feeling really fancy.

      Brooks, who noticed me watching her this entire time, lifted one very elegant—and still fairly blonde—eyebrow. “Take a picture, love, it’ll last longer.”

      I stuck my tongue out at her. “Why would I need a picture when I see you every freaking day of my life?”

      She just grinned and laid back down. “You and I both know you love it. Now, what were you saying about never going home?”

      I propped myself up on my elbows and gazed into the bright blue of the Pacific Ocean. Freaking 85 degrees in the middle of December, and as bright as the day was long. I mean, the day wasn’t long. Not in December in California. But the brightness? The beauty?

      Yeah, that was all in evidence.

      Back home in New York, it was snowing right now. Snowing and freaking cold, with the power going all spotty and the sidewalks frozen and cars driving by and splashing you with dirty slush.

      I knew because my parents had told me so this morning when I called to tell them I wasn’t coming home from law school for Christmas this year. Brooks and I were staying in LA rather than flying back.

      And neither of us was all that sorry for it.

      I glanced at the pier about a mile down the beach, took in the garland wound along the rails and the Christmas lights on the roller coaster, and grinned to myself. Christmas in LA meant a lot of decorations and almost no change in the weather, and I fucking loved it.

      “I said I don’t think I’m ever going home again,” I repeated. “Why the hell would I leave all of this behind for snow in the winter and freaking heat in the summer?”

      “And that humidity,” she added. “And what it does to my hair.”

      “Your hair’s not curly, even in the humidity,” I noted.

      Not like mine. I had the sort of hair that got bigger and curlier if there was an ounce of humidity, and though LA’s heat made it wavy and hard to control, New York’s humidity...

      A sharp poke in the ribs broke me out of my mental curses against my hair—which was naturally auburn, unlike Brooks’—and back to the reality of the sunny Southern California beach.

      “My hair is so curly,” Brooks muttered on top of the finger jab.

      I just snorted. It wasn’t worth it to argue with her when it came to things like that. Once she decided she was going to have curly red hair—just like mine—it became pointless to remind her that she’d once been blonde. With thick, stick-straight hair.

      Brooks had a way of disagreeing with reality so strongly that she often forced it to bend to her will, and it made her nearly impossible to argue with. It was also going to make her one hell of a lawyer. If she could keep it under control.

      “So, what are we going to do while we’re never going home again?” she murmured, sliding her sunnies down her nose and glancing over at me.

      I returned the glance, already knowing the answer.

      I always knew the answer. It was one of the things that was going to make me a great lawyer.

      “Oh, you know. The usual. I’m thinking the beach, some shopping, more margaritas than we should be drinking on our own, maybe a Christmas parade or two. Volunteering, of course.”

      “And boys,” Brooks added.

      “And boys,” I agreed. “And anything that keeps me from having to talk to my parents or even think about New York this season.”

      That was a lie, of course. Nothing was going to keep me from talking to my parents or thinking about New York at Christmas. That just wasn’t me. Sure, my dad was the reason I wasn’t going home this year. The even bigger reason: As the head of the family, he was suddenly into things that were a whole lot bigger and more dangerous than they had been when I left the city to come out west.

      And I was pretty sure those bigger and more dangerous things were going to get him in a whole lot of trouble. Probably sooner rather than later.

      It wasn’t like this was the first time I’d dealt with it. I’d always known who and what he was. My whole world had centered around what he referred to as ‘the life,’ and I’d grown up knowing what that meant. And, on occasion, paying the consequences for it. Seeing things I didn’t want to see. Hearing things I never wanted to hear.

      Losing friends, when they found out who I was.

      I’d run west at the first opportunity, just to get out of that life. And when I graduated, I stayed here to study law.

      I’m sure you can see the conundrum. Dear Old Dad, head of all Irish business in the city, and the don of the largest family in the state. Hell, he considered himself the most important person in New York, most days, and there weren’t many who would argue with him.

      People who did often found themselves on the wrong side of a gun.

      And therein lay the problem. Because it had been easy enough to ignore that when I was younger and didn’t have a choice. Now, when I was getting ready to take the bar and start practicing the law—on the right side of it...

      Well, I’m sure you can see the personal conflict.

      I closed my eyes and took a very big gulp of margarita—on the rocks, with salt.

      What a fucking shit show. Whose idea had it been to become a lawyer again?

      Newsflash: It was mine. Though I’d had a lot to drink when I made it.

      I opened my eyes, willing myself to focus on the beauty of the Santa Monica morning, the sun and sea and sand and all that Californian stuff. And my eyes landed instead on the guy who’d been shaking his towel out right in front of us.

      The tall, incredibly well-built, and incredibly dark guy. The tousled curls that looked like he’d just rolled out of bed. The shadow across his jaw that made it look like he hadn’t shaved this morning, even though he probably had.

      The eyes, so blue they looked like they had to be fake.

      My heart stopped.... and then started hammering so hard I thought for a second it was going to try to get out of my chest, while my stomach did something that felt alarmingly like a real somersault.

      I knew those eyes. I knew that hair and that strong chin and the cheekbones that looked like they could cut glass. I knew the smoldering look, the narrowed gaze as his eyes met mine.

      Joseph Rossi.

      Oldest son and heir apparent of the other biggest mob boss in New York.

      The boy I’d once counted as the friend no one else had known I had. And the boy my father would have told me was my biggest enemy.
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      Sloane Brennan.

      Sloane. Fucking. Brennan.

      And I know what you’re thinking: Joseph, you were in LA, across the nation from the city where you were born and fucking raised and where you knew pretty much everyone. The city where you were just as important as the biggest politician and twice as important as everyone else.

      You were in LA, and there was no way you were looking at the girl you’d spent your life watching from across the street that divided your territory from her father’s.

      But you’d be wrong to think that.

      Understandable, since you wouldn’t be staring at what I was staring at. The riot of coppery curls surrounding a face too sweet to be true, covered in the palest skin and a smattering of freckles that made her look younger and more innocent than she was. I raked my gaze down the curves that had always been a little too perfect in a girl who could only be a friend, and a friend in the enemy camp at that.

      And then I snapped my eyes back up to that face to see her staring back, her eyes covered by over-large sunglasses and her mouth open in a perfect O of absolute shock at seeing me.

      Sloane. Fucking. Brennan.

      What the hell was she doing here, on this beach in Santa Monica in the middle of December? It was Christmas, for God’s sake. Why wasn’t she home with her parents? Why was she in LA in the first place?

      I finished tossing out my towel and laid down on my stomach facing her, my mind churning through every piece of information I could remember about the girl. Everything I knew about what she’d been doing of late.

      Me? I was here on business. My first big job on my own, to be frank, and an important one. My father, head of the Rossi family and biggest don in the whole fucking city, had finally given in to my requests to let me do something on my own, and this was the result. A trip to LA to take a meeting with a guy—head of another family—that we were looking to do some business with. They were in jewelry and operated mostly out of the West Coast, because it was easier to get things into the country here than it was in New York.

      He could get things we couldn’t. Things that we wanted. And I was here to make sure that deal happened.

      It was the opportunity of a lifetime, and I’d been training my entire fucking life to prepare for it. As the oldest son, it was my right—my responsibility—to do things like this, because one day—far in the future, God willing—I’d be taking over the family and sitting in my father’s chair.

      This trip was my chance to prove I was ready.

      But Why the fuck was Sloane here? Was she here on business, like me? Could it be that her father was using her for some sort of negotiation as well?

      Definitely not. Irish Brennan’s one and only daughter was the brightest kid on our street and always had been, and she would have made a fucking fantastic negotiator for his family. But I’d known her since we were kids—though I wasn’t supposed to admit that to anyone, seeing as how our families were enemies—and I knew how much her dad loved her.

      There was no way he’d involve her in family matters. He wanted the best for her, and had fought to keep her out of the life. Made sure she wasn’t involved in any deals and was as protected as possible from his own actions. He wouldn’t have sent her out west for a negotiation, no matter how smart she was.

      I tipped my head, then, staring slowly from Sloane, who was still staring at me, to the girl lying next to her. Yeah, I knew that one, too. Those long, lanky lines and the face that belonged on the runway. Brooks Peterson. Not part of the mafia, but she’d always been Sloane’s best friend. Mafia adjacent. She was dying her hair an alarming shade of red these days, I saw, but that didn’t hide her identity.

      Not that she was trying. She was laying in the sun like she was daring every man on the beach to worship her, all stretched out and posed as if she was waiting for a fucking cameraman to come along and shoot some stills.

      Typical Brooks. The girl was tough as nails and would shoot you in the nuts if she thought you’d insulted her, but knew exactly how to use her looks to get what she wanted.

      She and Sloane in the same space at the same time was danger with a capital D. Always had been.

      I narrowed my eyes, trying to remember when I’d last seen either of them... and came up with a blank for the last five years or so. We’d all grown up on the same block, on the same side of town—the side where the mafia ruled—and there was a time when I’d seen both of them on the daily.

      Honestly, Sloane and I had managed to see each other a whole lot more than that. Not that anyone from either of our families knew about it.

      But lately...

      No, I hadn’t seen Sloane much for the last five years. Not since we graduated high school and my father’s men nearly killed me.

      Before that, Sloane and I had been as close as they came, nurturing something that was part friendship part something more, and hanging out in basements and back alleys. Keeping it secret. It had all started when we were six and seven. She’d been playing in the street while I watched from my front window, entranced by the bright red hair and gap-toothed smile of the tiny girl. I’d seen the ice cream truck coming before she did.

      It had taken me about ten seconds to get out my front door and into the street, and I’d thrown my body at her and pushed her out of the way, taking her to the ground and shielding her with my body during the roll. Even at seven, I’d known she was smaller and more fragile than I was.

      I’d risked my life to protect her.

      Afterwards, I found out that she was part of the Brennan family, daughter to the head of the Irish mob, and therefore my enemy. But it was far too late. By the time we found that out, we’d been attached at the hip and sneaking out of our collective houses at all hours to meet up and trade bubblegum cards and secrets.

      And from there...

      Well, when we’d managed to meet at midnight on the night we graduated from high school, tucked into a corner of our favorite coffee shop and huddled over a table laughing about how stupid it was that we now had to act like adults, I’d looked at her and realized that something had shifted. Something that had once been a friendship, a partnership in crime, had become...

      More.

      And a split second later, my father’s goons had found us and beat the shit out of me for associating with a known enemy. Sloane and Brooks had pulled some voodoo to get me away from the goons and into the safety of my mother’s arms, then disappeared into the night.

      And I hadn’t seen her since.

      Hadn’t heard a word about her, either. My father had made sure of that. Made sure I knew that she was off-limits and that if I was caught associating with an enemy again, I’d get worse than a beating.

      Someone kicked sand right into my face, then, and I was jerked back onto the beach in Santa Monica, where it was December and I was twenty-three and a trusted member of the Rossi family rather than eighteen and still walking a fine line between juvenile and adult.

      These days I was the heir apparent. The second-in-command.

      My eyes narrowed on Sloane again. She was still fucking staring at me, her mouth now drawn into a grim line and her chin firm. I couldn’t see her eyes, but I knew what they’d look like if I could. A dark silvery gray so beautiful you’d swear it was fake. The smokier shadow to my much brighter blue.

      Hers would be narrowed in distrust. Because she’d definitely seen me, and I could pretty much guarantee that she was asking herself the same questions I was asking: What the fuck was her family’s enemy doing on her beach?

      Sloane. Fucking. Brennan.

      The last girl I’d expected to see on this trip.

      The only girl who had ever made me want to cross family lines and leave the business behind me.
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      I watched, my eyes narrowed in distrust and extreme suspicion, as Joseph Rossi stared at me like I was his fucking property and he’d come to this beach specifically to have a good, long look.

      I snarled when I had the thought... and then snarled again at the quirk in his lips when he saw me do it.

      Joseph Rossi.

      What the fuck was he doing on my beach? What was he doing in Santa Monica at all, for that matter, laying on the beach looking like he’d come here for some sort of Christmas vacation? He couldn’t have. I knew through the grapevine—a grapevine called Penny Lane, my other best friend, who still lived in New York and liked to keep tabs on All Things Rossi—that Joseph was now Number Two in the Rossi clan, second only to his father.

      He was being groomed to take over the family and constantly at his father’s side. He had big responsibilities, and I’d seen enough of the life to know that Fat Jimmy wouldn’t have let Joseph out of his sight—or out of the city—on something as stupid as a vacation.

      He was here on business.

      What business, though?

      I glared at him one more time, putting plenty of suspicion and heat into said glare, and then flipped intentionally onto my stomach, essentially turning my back on him.

      Then I looked up at the parking lot and the California version of a cliff behind it... and grinned.

      Joseph hated when people turned their backs on him. He always had. Ever since we were kids, when he was barely taller than me and twice as cocky, he’d thought it was a sign of disrespect. God, he’d gotten into so many fights because other kids—kids he’d thought owed him some sort of something—had turned their backs on him.

      The most insulting, as far as he was concerned, was when you did it when he was in the middle of saying something. That one really drove him mad, and the minute I learned that, I’d started doing it just to piss him off.

      So if I knew Joseph Rossi, and I thought I still knew at least one or two things about him, even after all this time, he was back there on the beach fucking fuming right now about my lack of respect. Well, he could kiss my perky little ass—which I was sure he was still staring at.

      I wiggled it, just to get him even more riled up.

      He had to be at least twenty feet away from us, but I swore I could hear a growl of frustration, and that made me laugh out loud.

      Brooks, who’d been either napping or comatose through this entire exchange, turned to look at me. “Why are you laughing to yourself?” she asked. “And why are you facing the parking lot? Is something going on over there?”

      She immediately flipped onto her stomach and slipped her glasses onto the top of her head, her gaze sharpening on the rows of cars us as she searched for whatever I might be looking at.

      I snorted and shook my head. “If something was going on, don’t you think I’d have had the courtesy to tell you when I realized it?”

      “No,” she said, her voice sour. “You’d appreciate it by yourself for as long as you could, just so you could rub it in later.”

      Okay, she might have a point, there. Brooks and I had met in kindergarten and become immediate best friends—thanks in large part to Brooks telling everyone within shouting distance that I now belonged to her—and we’d never cut that cord, which meant we’d grown up as close as sisters.

      With all the associated competition.

      We’d basically both been trying to outdo the other ever since. And we’d both been failing at that mission.

      Still. Some things were too important to hold back, and though there was nothing going on in the parking lot...

      “I turned over because we have a visitor on our little beach trip,” I muttered. “Not one I expected to see on this side of the country, if you know what I mean.”

      She took in a sharp breath... and immediately flipped onto her butt to stare at the people closer to the water.

      “Don’t look!” I hissed, horrified.

      “What?” she hissed back. “If there’s someone here from— Oh. My. God.”

      Right, that hadn’t taken long.

      I wondered if he was still looking at us... and if he was now watching Brooks discover him.

      And so what if he is? a voice in my head snarled. What did he expect? You not to tell her that he was here?

      Said voice was correct. Why would I care if he knew I’d told Brooks that he was here? There was no reason for me not to tell her, and every reason for me to say something the moment I saw him.

      He was, after all, the enemy. At least in theory.

      I flipped over as well and sat up, my eyes going right to where Joseph was still laying on his stomach staring at us.

      “What do you think he’s doing here?” Brooks asked, all joking gone from her voice.

      Brooks wasn’t part of any family. But she’d been around mine long enough to know how serious it was when a member of a rival clan showed up out of the blue, at a time and place when I was without any protection.

      “No clue,” I replied in the same tone, my earlier ease and relaxation gone. “I haven’t talked to him since the night we graduated. I doubt he’s here for me.”

      “Do you, though?” she asked quietly. “The second-in-command of the Rossi family... It would be a pretty penny in their cap for him to take out the daughter of the biggest Irish family in the city.”

      “It’s feather in your cap, not penny in your cap,” I replied automatically. “Who the hell keeps pennies in their caps?”

      “I don’t know, people who’re saving for a rainy day? Don’t change the subject.”

      I snorted. Brooks was one of the smartest people I knew but was forever getting popular sayings wrong... and then pretending she’d said them right and everyone else just didn’t know the correct way to use them.

      It was just part of her charm.

      “Either way, I vote we get out of here before any shit goes down,” she muttered.

      “What, you don’t like sitting on the beach in what equates to fancy underwear while my declared enemy lays there and stares at us?”

      “Nope.”

      She was right, of course. I didn’t have any protection here, and that put my defenses up right away. I hadn’t even brought my usual purse, which had the smallest handgun known to man sewed into the lining, just in case.

      I just hadn’t expected to see anyone dangerous on the beach.

      Turned out I was wrong.

      The thing was, no matter how much I tried, I couldn’t make myself believe that Joseph Rossi would ever actually hurt me. The last time I saw him, Brooks and I had been saving his ass from the goons his father sent after him.

      Right after he tried to kiss me in the back booth of our favorite café.

      It was nearly impossible to believe someone who’d once been my best friend was here to kill me.

      Though that didn’t mean I was going to lay around and take the chance. When you’d lived with the mob as long as I had, you knew that nine times out of ten, those sorts of emotions—the kind where you thought a guy had feelings for you and wouldn’t hurt you—usually turned out to be wrong.

      And I didn’t feel like dying or getting kidnapped today.
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      I watched as Brooks said something, her eyes on me, and Sloane answered, her mouth caught in a grim expression that could have been either suspicion or disappointment. I saw her hand go to the bag next to her and feel for something... then withdraw.

      Good girl, I thought, though I suspected she hadn’t found what she was searching for. Still, the fact that she reached for her bag meant that she usually carried something in there, just in case she saw someone dangerous while on the beach.

      I hoped whatever gun she carried was small, for those tiny hands of hers, and that it was at least strong enough to stop a man in his path if he was running at her.

      And then I gave myself a mental slap for thinking any of that. Sloane wasn’t my fucking problem. She wasn’t my sister, she wasn’t my charge, and I didn’t think I could even call her a friend anymore. What the fuck did I care if she generally carried a gun in her purse, just in case?

      I didn’t care, and that was that. It had just been a momentary slip-up. A lifetime of training on how to protect yourself, and appreciation for the fact that she’d obviously received the same schooling.

      I glared at her, hating that I’d even wondered whether she could protect herself, though part of me knew I’d been stupid to ever doubt it. Sloane had learned how to shoot a gun before I had, and I’d seen her go toe-to-toe with kids twice her size if she thought they’d insulted her family.

      The girl was tiny, but man did she pack a punch. Anyone who crossed her temper was in big trouble. And she was the quickest shot in her father’s operation.

      Not that I cared.

      She wasn’t my fucking problem.

      But for a girl who wasn’t my problem... Lord in fucking Heaven, did she look good in a bikini. Back in New York, we’d worked hard to avoid places where our families might see us, and that meant that though we had swimming pools available to us, we hadn’t gone to them together.

      I’d never seen her in so little.

      And my body was definitely taking notice of those curves, which her tiny red bikini did more to enhance than hide.

      I groaned and allowed myself a stretch, groaning anew as my quickly stiffening cock rubbed against the sand underneath me.

      Then I caught myself and jerked my attention from my cock back to the girl in front of me. It wasn’t the first time the tiny, red-haired spitfire had affected me that way, but that had been a very long time ago. A different life, really.

      Two different people.

      These days, I was the rising star in my family, and she was...

      Leaving. She was leaving.

      I narrowed my eyes as she and Brooks started hastily putting their things into their bags, their eyes still on me like they thought I was going to jump up and run over there to do who knew what before they got away.

      As if I didn’t have anything better to do than go harass them when they weren’t the reason I was in LA.

      The two of them stood up, gave me long looks, and then deliberately turned their backs on me and walked away, their asses swaying with the action and their backs stiff.

      The cocky bitches.

      I growled again, and this time it didn’t have anything to do with how turned on I was at the sight of my one-time friend in almost nothing.

      This time it was frustration.

      I glanced around, my eyes on every man within shouting distance, but didn’t find what I was looking for. Sloane and Brooks were here on the beach by themselves. No guards in place around them. Why the hell was she walking around without any security? Where were the guys who should have been watching her back? Why didn’t she have at least one guard?

      It was the height of stupidity.

      “She’s not your problem,” I told myself firmly, willing myself to turn on my back and stare out at the ocean instead of her rapidly retreating ass.

      Willing myself to sit here and wait for the contact I was supposed to be meeting. I wasn’t here on accident, and I didn’t have the freedom to just get up and walk away. I needed to meet a rep from the Parletti family, and he was due to be here in—I chanced a glance down at my phone—ten minutes.

      When I looked up again, Brooks and Sloane were no longer walking alone. Or rather... they were walking alone.

      And someone else was walking about ten feet behind them, his eyes on the girls and his hands in his pockets.

      Every nerve in my body suddenly went on the alert at the sight. The guy didn’t look like much—small and relatively thin—but he had a swagger to him that told me he knew exactly what he was doing with his body. The cut of his clothes was sharper than it should have been, and no one walked with both hands in their pockets unless they had something in there and wanted to have quick access to it.

      That guy was trouble. I would have bet my entire fucking life on it.

      And he was walking after Sloane like he meant to be trouble for her.

      I was on my feet and gathering my things before I even took the time to process what I was doing, shoving the towel into my bag and grabbing at the t-shirt I’d taken off when I got here. I yanked it over my head, wanting my hands as free as possible, and then grabbed my phone and shot a text to the guy I’d been here to meet.

      Sure, I had business to attend to.

      But Sloane Brennan was out on the beach without any guards and there was a guy following her who was blowing up every fucking red flag I’d ever planted around her, his hands in his pockets and his walk determined enough that I could almost read his thoughts.

      There was no fucking way I was letting him get any closer to her than he already was.

      Period.
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      I went screeching into a parking place in the parking lot I’d seen her turn into, my breath coming a whole lot shorter than I liked.

      And it wasn’t from the adrenaline of having driven too fast.

      I’d left the parking lot in Santa Monica right after Sloane’s red Ferrari—subtle, Sloane—but had quickly realized that although I understood New York traffic, I didn’t know the first thing about driving in LA.

      And if this town was anything like New York, the holidays made the drivers even worse.

      There had been at least a million people on the road—maybe more—and every bridge I passed under had not only garland but also Christmas trees or lights or fucking bells done in gold foil.

      Those decorations had somehow made the traffic even harder to deal with.

      I’d fallen behind Sloane but had kept an eye on the bright red of her car, and had seen when it made a sharp right into a parking lot about two blocks up from me. I’d stomped on the gas pedal of my own car—a rental that was a whole lot less blingy than Sloane’s monster—and shot through the traffic to get to said parking lot.

      By the time I parked, though, she and Brooks were already out of her car and heading for what I now realized was a café of some sort.

      And surprise of all surprises, the guy I’d seen following them at the beach had somehow appeared in the parking lot, his eyes on the girls and his hand resting inside his jacket. He was weaving around a row of tiny Christmas trees now, his strides slow and steady, his steps unerring.

      And I recognized him.

      Or… No, I corrected myself, it wasn’t that I recognized him, per se, but that I recognized something about him. The way his mouth moved, or the way his eyes sat over his nose.

      Something about him was familiar.

      And there was only one good reason for that.

      Shit.

      I slid out of my car, my own hand on the gun inside my jacket, and let my eyes dart over to Sloane, who was chatting with Brooks like she didn’t have a fucking care in the world. She was stopped at the door of the café, now, and fishing in her bag for something.

      It better be a fucking gun, I thought grimly.

      It wasn’t. She pulled out a goddamned Santa Claus hat and popped it onto her head, sending Brooks into peals of laughter, and the two of them strolled into the café.

      I ground my teeth, forcing myself to stay calm and keep my strides steady. I couldn’t exactly run in there and grab her to get her away from the creep who I was now positive was following her. She’d freak the fuck out the minute anyone laid hands on her.

      Hell, she’d probably stab me with whatever she could reach.

      And I’d let go the moment she turned on me. But that guy following her…

      I had a feeling he wasn’t the letting-go sort.

      Shit, what the fuck had happened to her? She knew better than to let her guard down like this. She obviously had no idea he following her—and definitely had a gun inside his jacket—and I couldn’t see how she didn’t know. I’d heard how her father talked to her and had been around her most of her life. I’d seen her slide from one shadow to the next like she was born in the darkness rather than the bright, golden sunlight that shone from her.

      She’d been raised to be more observant than this.

      What had she done, moved to LA and forgotten every single thing her daddy ever told her? Was she losing her touch out here in La La Land?

      And why the fuck did I even care? That was the more important question, here, because let’s be honest: This was none of my fucking business. Sloane wasn’t from my family and she damn sure didn’t mean anything to anyone in the Rossi circle.

      Anyone else, that was.

      I shouldn’t have cared. I was literally putting my own career—and probably life—at risk following her around rather than taking care of what I was supposed to be taking care of.

      But I’d been watching her back my entire life, and I guess old habits die hard.

      At that moment, the guy who was familiar as a toothache slid through the door of the café, and I lengthened my strides. I didn’t want him to be in there alone with the girls for any longer than necessary.

      Three steps brought me to the door and I yanked it open, cringing at the Christmas music that assaulted my ears. Another step and I was in the building itself, and God, it looked like Christmas had thrown up in the place. Every inch of wall was draped in decorations and a large Christmas tree took up an entire corner, decked out in silver and red. The guy behind the bar was dressed as an elf and every table had a Christmas-themed centerpiece.

      They’d even spread that fake snow around at the corners of the rooms.

      I wondered if they knew it was 85 degrees outside. I wondered if they even cared. Maybe it was so normal for LA to have that sort of temperature during Christmas that they didn’t think it mattered.

      I tore my eyes away from the fake snow and scanned the place, quickly finding Sloane and Brooks—at the bar ordering drinks—and then the guy who was following them. He was in the hallway that led to the bathrooms, backed up against a corner so he was in shadow.

      His eyes were on Sloane, and it didn’t take a genius to see that he was getting ready to do something stupid. He was also making damn sure she didn’t see him yet.

      The good news: His location was going to make it a whole lot easier for me to get to him first, for a little chat.

      I turned from the girls and headed for the hallway, willing myself to be cold. Calm. Deadly. All the things my father had always suggested I work on if I was going to make it in the business. Things that I had never exactly mastered, unfortunately. My little brother was cool, calm, and collected.

      I had somehow inherited a lot more fire than ice, myself.

      I got to the hallway when I was still in the middle of that thought, which meant I also got there without having come up with anything even remotely resembling a plan.

      Another of my many weaknesses.

      It meant, though, that I was free to go with my instincts. Which I kind of liked, honestly.

      I paused long enough to study my opponent, and watched as he glanced down, then up again. Probably taking in Sloane’s body.

      Well, that was enough of that.

      I grabbed him by the front of his expensive-looking t-shirt and jerked him forward, ripping the thing in the process.

      Luckily, I didn’t give two shits about his t-shirt.

      I slammed him back against the wall and ducked forward, getting close enough to feel his breathing picking up as he looked up at me, his face covered in shock and something that looked like anticipation.

      Oh, he was one of those, was he? One of those guys who thrived on violence and thought he’d found his way into a fight without even looking for it? Altogether too eager, if you asked me. Of course, he didn’t know who he was messing with.

      Or how many weapons I had at my disposal.

      Or, come to it, what I was willing to do to protect Sloane Brennan.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” he snarled, his voice forced into something rough and gravelly.

      Yeah, the guy was definitely looking for a fight. Unfortunately for him, I’d remembered how to get to that cold, calculating personality I’d been working so hard to achieve.

      I bent toward him, leaning down so that my face was inches from his, and did my best to make my eyes as icy as possible. “I would have thought that was obvious,” I said quietly. “I’m pinning you against the wall in the hallway where the girl you’ve been following can’t see you. Care to tell me why the fuck you’re following Sloane Brennan like some sort of stalker?”

      He actually leered at me. “What the fuck is that to you?” he hissed. “What are you, her newest boyfriend or something?”

      I jerked him toward me and slammed him back against the wall, and then did it again for good measure, taking too much joy in the dull thud of his head hitting the brick.

      “Wrong answer,” I muttered. “I’ll ask again. Why are you following Sloane Brennan?”

      He spit in my face. The little fucker actually spit in my face. “None of your fucking business,” he snapped. “And the last time I checked, she was a grown woman. She doesn’t need some piece of muscle trying to⁠—”

      He was cut off by the server who suddenly stepped into the hallway and nearly ran into us. She jerked to a stop, her big eyes swiveling from me to the guy I’d cornered and back again, her mouth already opening up to scream or say something cliché and dramatic.

      Shit.

      I dropped my hands and took three steps back, knowing without having to think about it that I couldn’t afford for her to make a scene. I wasn’t supposed to be in this café and I damn sure wasn’t supposed to be roughing a guy up in a back hall. Too many people had already seen my face in LA, if I was being honest. I’d had orders to lay low, to keep the Rossi presence out here a secret, and I was doing pretty much the opposite of that.

      “Just a small misunderstanding,” I told her quickly, stepping back again so I was in the shadows. “Sorry about that.”

      I slid out of the hallway, headed for Sloane and Brooks and thinking only one thing: Grab Sloane, warn her about the jackass in the hallway, and demand that she get someone to watch her back before she ended up getting hurt. I couldn’t risk going back into the hallway and getting the guy. Someone had already seen me with him, and I couldn’t afford another sighting. And now that I was thinking about it, starting a fight in the back hallway of a café probably wasn’t smart.

      Better to get the girl and warn her, then get out of here and start doing my real job.

      Then my phone rang.

      I jerked it up and hit the button to accept the call without bothering to look at the ID. “Rossi,” I snapped.

      “Where the fuck are you? Donny says you didn’t show. Get your ass to that meeting or you’re going to have to answer to me, Joseph.”

      I clamped my mouth shut on the smart-ass answer that had sprang to my lips, knowing it would just make things worse. “I got delayed,” I said instead. “Something came up.”

      My eyes went to Sloane, who had thrown her head back in a laugh, and let my gaze travel down her long neck to the edge of her t-shirt, which was draping down to reveal a slice of that red bikini.

      Yeah, something had come up, all right. Something that had been brewing since I was seven.

      “Get your ass to that meeting, Joseph, or you’re going to have a world of trouble when you get home,” my father snarled, breaking into my thoughts. “I don’t have time for anything else to come up, got it? Anything else comes up and it’s going to come right out of your ass.”

      “Right, I’ve got it,” I answered, hating how easily I was giving in to him.

      Hating that I didn’t have a choice. Because the man might be my father, but he would also have me killed in a hot second if he thought I wasn’t doing what he wanted.

      If he found out Sloane was in town, he’d do worse than that to both of us. He’d given the order to have me attacked once before, when he found out we were friends, and I doubted he’d be that lenient this time.

      He might kill me first, then do whatever he wanted with Sloane.

      God, what if he already knew she was here? What if he’d had someone following me, and that someone had seen Sloane, then seen me following her⁠—

      I dragged my eyes away from the girl, forced myself to turn back toward the door, and started walking, praying I was exaggerating my father’s paranoia, but sure that I had to get away from her before anything else went wrong.

      “It won’t happen again.”

      From here on out, Sloane was going to have to take care of her stalker on her own. I might have risked my life for her when we were younger, but those days were long gone, and I no longer had the leeway I’d had when we were kids.

      At this point in my life, with all the responsibility hanging over me, it was my life if I fucked something up. My father would make sure of it.

      If I was lucky, he didn’t know what I was doing out here, and he had no idea Sloane was in the neighborhood. And if he didn’t know…

      Well, the more distance I put between us, the less chance he had of finding out about her.
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      Of course, even the best of intentions—or the worst, as the case may be—are pretty easy to push to the side if you’ve got what you think is a good reason.

      Brooks and Sloane stepped out of the café before I got into my car, and I looked up just in time to see the guy following them. He looked up, caught my eye, and grinned like he didn’t have a care in the world, and something roared through me. A beast I hadn’t felt in years—despite my job—and one that was foaming at the mouth for blood. Roaring at the idea that anyone else—especially this skinny, cocky asshole—would ever think of laying a finger on my Sloane.

      That beast drove all thoughts of actually getting to that meeting with Donny Parletti—and saving my own skin—out the window.

      Sloane was laughing again, her eyes bright and sparkling that incredible silver color, her hands wrapped around something steaming and foamy. She tipped the cup up to take a sip of it, and when she took the cup away again, some of the foam—or was it whipped cream?—stayed on her lip.

      And I was suddenly transported back to my fourteenth birthday and the cups of hot cocoa we’d shared in the back of that café. The way we’d bribed the owner to let us hang out in the stock room after hours, just so we could have some time together without the streets outside watching us.  The way I’d threatened him with the gun I stole from my father, telling him that if he ever turned us in to either of our families, or did anything to hurt Sloane, I’d be taking it out of his hide.

      I snorted now. I’d been fourteen fucking years old and hadn’t known down from up or right from wrong. I’d shot guns but definitely hadn’t shot them at other human beings, and I had no clue what I was threatening that guy with.

      But I’d already been head-over-heels in love with Sloane Brennan and protecting her had become part of my daily life. She hadn’t known about my feelings, of course, but I would have given her my last breath if she’d asked for it.

      She’d kissed me that night, I remembered. Not a real kiss. It had been a stuttering, halting thing, a pathetic excuse for a kiss, full of childish nerves and doubt.

      But I could still remember exactly where we’d been, and exactly how it had felt. She’d tasted like chocolate and whipped cream, and I’d been so caught up in the moment that I’d⁠—

      “The rec center next,” a voice said, far too close to where I was standing.

      I dropped into my car without thinking and ducked toward the floor like I was searching for something, my eyes up and flitting from side to side as I looked for the source of that voice.

      God, I was fucking losing it, standing in a parking lot in LA daydreaming about the one time Sloane kissed me while the girl herself was walking around in the same parking lot and I was supposed to be somewhere else entirely.

      I’d lost my fucking mind.

      My eyes found her at that point, three cars down and looking at her phone while she talked to Brooks, who was getting into the passenger seat of the Ferrari.

      “The one in Santa Monica. It wasn’t my first choice but by the time I got around to signing up⁠—”

      “Let me guess,” Brooks interrupted. “You were too busy doing something noble for someone else and didn’t have time to get there any sooner.”

      “Fuck you,” Sloane replied.

      I snorted with laughter, one hand over my mouth to try to keep it down.

      Same old Sloane Brennan. She’d always had the face of an angel and the mouth of a sailor—plus the education to out-talk anyone she came into contact with.

      Brooks knew her nearly as well as I did, though, and I could hear her fizzing with mirth as the doors closed.

      Sloane, much to my surprise, turned away from the car and became suddenly serious, her eyes narrowed and flitting across the parking lot like she was looking for someone. She glanced right and left, somehow managing to look both intense and casual at the same time. If you didn’t know her, you wouldn’t have seen the telltale twitch of her lips. The tension in her shoulders.

      The way her fingers flexed toward the waistband of her shorts, like she wanted to grab for something.

      She must not have seen what she was looking for, though, because within three seconds she’d turned back to the car and was getting in, grinning like nothing had happened.

      Something inside me eased a bit at that look, though.

      She might be living in LA these days, but evidently that hadn’t changed how much she cussed—or her habit of checking the places she’d just left, to see whether anyone was following her.

      I didn’t think she’d seen the guy I’d seen. But at least now I knew she was keeping an eye out for trouble.
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        * * *

      

      I busted through the swinging door at the front of the restaurant in Malibu, my face held carefully expressionless and my mouth tight.

      I might not be good at the icy demeanor—yet—but this expressionless mask? The appearance that nothing mattered, and that I couldn’t give one single fuck about anything? Yeah, this part I could do, and I’d been thanking the universe for that every day since I figured it out. I had a hot temper and ran way too fiery at times when I should have been cold, but I’d always been able to hide it. Which made it easy to convince everyone else that I didn’t care about what was happening.

      It had saved my life more than once.

      Over the last half hour, it had helped me convince Donny Parletti and his crew that the Rossis were quite willing to work with them on their jewel importing—even buy from them—but only if the Parletti family was willing to give us the price we wanted.

      We were after the valuables Parletti and his people brought in. We could take them to New York and sell them there for more than they’d ever get here, and we were willing to put in all the manpower to transport the merchandise. But we also wanted a pretty significant discount. We had to make money on what we sold, after all, and we already knew how much the Parletti operation was paying.

      We’d done our research.

      My father had sent me out here to make sure the deal happened, partially because he knew I had a better mind for numbers than anyone else in his crew. I could run circles around other people when it came to on-the-spot calculations.

      And ten minutes ago, I’d used that capability, and the mask I’d worked so hard to build, to get Donny to agree to half the amount he’d originally been asking for.

      I allowed the mask to drop a bit at that, and a grin touched the corners of my lips.

      My dad hadn’t wanted to send me out here. He’d been sure I was going to screw it up, and that I’d lose the deal. It was my mother who convinced him to let me prove myself. I wasn’t sure how she’d done it, and he’d been saying up until I left that it was a mistake, but the point was, he’d finally let me do something on my own.

      I wasn’t completely positive, but it seemed to me that a price of $7 million for the first shipment rather than the $14 million they’d originally asked for would make Dear Old Dad sit up and pay attention.

      And that right there meant success.

      The fact that it had taken me a week less than he’d originally given me? That just meant I was in the city for a few days on my own, with nothing further to occupy my time.

      Nothing but Sloane Brennan, that was.

      I slid back into my car, started it, and typed a name into the mapping app on the screen.

      “Santa Monica Rec Center,” I said aloud, watching the words—and the corresponding choices—appear on the screen. I touched the one I wanted and watched as the system mapped out the route I needed to get there.

      It looked like it was in the middle of Santa Monica, which told me… well, absolutely fucking nothing, honestly, as I didn’t know anything about that city. But it certainly wasn’t in a high-profile sort of place. Nowhere near the beach or anything like that.

      What the hell was Sloane doing there?

      Then another thought flew through my mind—one that had more to do with why the hell I should care what she was doing there, followed by one that reminded me that it was nowhere near my business what she was doing.

      And then one more. The face of the guy who was following her, and the familiar planes of his face. I was positive I’d never seen him before. I certainly didn’t know him. But his face had echoes of people I knew. I was sure of it. Maybe I knew some of his relatives? His mother? But how? I was from New York, and this guy was presumably from LA.

      And it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that he was following Sloane and smirking at me like he knew exactly what he was doing. I’d realized in my one interaction with him that he liked violence—thrived on it, maybe—and putting that predilection together with him tailing Sloane brought that monster inside me back to life.

      I let my anger begin to grow again. No, she wasn’t my business. But Sloane had been holding my heart for long enough that I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I didn’t do something. That guy meant to do her harm, I was sure of it, and I happened to be here. I’d seen him following her. If he got his hands on her, I knew how it would end.

      My father might have walked away. My brother, too.

      But that wasn’t me.

      It never had been.
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      I let my eyes dance over the parking lot as we pulled in, looking for a certain nondescript sort of car. You know the kind. The ones that no one notices. The ones that aren’t brightly painted or too flashy or interesting.

      The ones that can melt into the background—along with the people driving them.

      And those people driving them? Dark suits. Nondescript haircuts. Sunglasses that hid their eyes. Jackets that hid the bulk of a shoulder holster and revolver strapped against their chest. Pants loose enough to accommodate another holster with a smaller gun, or even a knife.

      Of course they could also be dressed normally. Jeans and a t-shirt and looking like they’d never even heard the word ‘hitman.’ I’d seen a lot of those kinds, too. But they always had sharper eyes than they should. Twitchier fingers. They made you feel like someone was blowing cold air right down your neck or running the blade of a knife up your backbone.

      Don’t look at me like that. When you grow up in the Irish mob and find yourself related to the head guy, you start to pick up certain habits. Like making sure that if you’re going to get out of your car, there’s no one waiting to kill you when your feet hit the pavement.

      “But what do you think he’s even doing here?” Brooks was asking.

      Brooks, of course, had grown up close to the mob but
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