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        Three families rule these islands. They’re bound by a powerful alliance sealed with vows and arranged marriages.

      

        

      
        None of it has anything to do with me—the forgotten girl, the stray nobody wanted. My family left me with nothing but scars, secrets and a talent for staying alive.

      

        

      
        Until I meet him—the gorgeous, lethal stranger with island fire in his veins and danger written all over him. A man I’m forced to stab before I even learn his name.

      

        

      
        Knox Ramsey.

      

        

      
        He’s the heir to a dynasty, already promised to an arranged marriage that will keep the island’s ruling families in power.

      

        

      
        I try to run. He won’t let me. He says we’re bound now—by blood.

      

        

      
        And that kiss.

      

        

      
        The heir to a billion-dollar empire and a paradise I don’t belong to wants me. He’s hungry, reckless and more than a little obsessed. Our chemistry is wildfire. Our connection is a forbidden spark that should never have been lit.

      

        

      
        Because falling for Knox Ramsey means stepping into a war that might destroy us both.

      

        

      
        But the devil already feels like home. And I’d rather watch the island burn than to live another second without him.

      

        

      
        Devil's Angel is the explosive first book in the epic Paradise series, full of steamy love, dark secrets and forbidden temptations, a standalone enemies-to-lovers romance with a HEA and no cliffhangers.
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        To keep up with new releases, giveaways, sales and to get my free bonus content, join my VIP reader list!
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        Some of the places described in this book are real locations on the Hawaiian islands of Oahu and Kauai. Some have been reimagined.
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        I first started writing because there were a lot of stories rolling around in my head that wanted out. They often feel like daydreams and they sometimes lead me down roads I’m not expecting. This book is one of those. I could hardly keep up with it as I was typing, and that is the most fun a writer can have. Knox and Cassidy’s story definitely has a mind of its own.

      

        

      
        This book is an enemies-to-lovers arranged marriage romance with a twist, full of steam, adventure, lust, love and lots of action. I hope you have as much fun reading it as I had writing it.

      

        

      
        xoxo,

        Julie
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      Through the scope of my .300 Winchester Magnum, I take aim. My finger rests lightly on the trigger. I scan along the line of the craggy hill, scouting for signs.

      This weapon could comfortably hit a target up to 1500 yards away. Which is a long fucking way. I don’t really expect them to make a move on a clear sunny day in eighty degree heat, but you never know. They’ll strike when we’re least expecting it.

      My family owns almost a hundred square miles of tropical paradise in Kauai, Hawaii. Our great great great grandfather, whose name was Nathaniel Ramsey, had to make a quick getaway from post-gold rush San Francisco because a bounty had been placed on his head, so the story goes. So he, along with three other men in the same boat, sailed to Hawaii in the early 1900s and settled here. Over time, the four of them bought as much land as they could get their hands on.

      The other three travelers settled in Oahu. One of them lost all his money—its own story—and the other two families now own half of Honolulu.

      But it was Kauai that lured Nathaniel.

      Now, four generations later, most of my extended family lives in a small town that, somewhere along the way, was named Paradise. There are around a hundred or so houses, a main street and every state-of-the-art amenity you could ever want. A fortified wall surrounds most of the property. Cliffs provide a natural barrier along the northeastern ridge.

      It's me, my two brothers and my two sisters who are the direct line. I guess you could call the five of us the royalty of this place. Which I wouldn’t mind except for one glaring detail that’s about to ruin my life.

      We all got sent away to school in California, to experience life off the island. To get an education, play football, make friends with the wider world and so on. Some people thrive on that shit and end up staying longer, but for me it might as well have been a four-year prison sentence. I came back with a new appreciation for ocean views and uninterrupted solitude.

      Kauai often gets called a nirvana and to me that’s exactly what it is. My blood and bones are made of this place, or at least that’s how it feels.

      My hair is too long, windblown and bleached from the sun. My eyes are the exact same color as the water, my skin deeply tanned, gritty with salt and sand.

      My gaze follows the horizon line, searching for movement.

      Something catches my eye.

      I zoom in but it’s just the waving fronds of a palm tree.

      I scan further and it’s clear. No threats as far as the eye can see.

      Taking one last look, I click the safety on and strap the rifle over my head and across my bare chest. I hardly ever wear a shirt. My life is one long, hot summer of hunting, fishing and overseeing the workings of our ranch. I’m built as fuck from all the physical activity, along with the non-stop training we do.

      I’m tempted to strip down, grab my speargun and dive into the clear blue water. But my phone pings in my pocket.

      I’m late. And the others are getting impatient.

      I lock up my speargun, which is still propped against the railing from last night’s dive, and a few of my other weapons. With the help of a couple of our builders, who happen to be my cousins, I built this house myself, here in the sheltered, hidden bay behind the rugged green hills of my family’s land. It’s my retreat and my favorite place on earth.

      The house is rustic, with a huge deck that extends over the water. The top floor is a bedroom loft, the ground floor an open living area with a wall of glass doors that slide all the way open.

      Here, I can be alone. It’s the one place I can almost forget that my future is already cast in stone. It’s a future I didn’t choose and one I don’t want. But it was never going to be my choice. Which is fucked up, but there it is.

      My phone buzzes again.

      I ignore it, for now.

      I know what they want from me and I’m prepared to give it. But not easily. Not fucking happily. If they want me to commit to ruining my life then they can chill the fuck out.

      We have a meeting.

      My doom needs to be discussed. Again.

      My time is running out.
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      I pull on an old t-shirt that fits a lot more tightly than it used to and I make my way up the hill along the track. Through the farmland and the grazing cattle. Along the wall where the orchards and gardens stretch out across the rolling landscape that overlooks the turquoise ocean. The avocado grove and the rows of banana trees. The coffee plantations and the acres of vegetable gardens.

      We don’t have to be self-sufficient, of course we don’t. But we prefer to grow, build and make most of what we need. Ramseys have always lived like pioneers. When you’re running wild on this much rich, volcanic soil and have available all the pristine, untouched ocean fishing you can handle, you might as well put your skills and resources to good use.

      It’s what we do. Hunt. Fish. Train. Make sure the ranch is as productive and profitable as it can be. Expand our holdings wherever we can. Monitor and grow our investments. Keep our ear to the ground when it comes to everything that’s taking place on the islands of Hawai’i and most of all this one.

      For the average tourist, the islands are a safe, idyllic getaway. For us, they’re as much a battleground as they are a haven. An old, entrenched alliance between our family and three others, broken by some and bonded by others, rules our lives. The bad blood runs in deep, twisted rivers.

      So we’re armed to the teeth and as wired as it’s possible to be. We own every caliber rifle and every cutting-edge gadget known to humankind. Remy insists it’s for our own protection and I agree. I happen to be a lot less enthusiastic about living my life online than some of my siblings and cousins but it’s easy enough to tune out from that side of it.

      I carry my phone in case they need me but I prefer to be untraceable, untouchable and unknowable in every other way.

      I walk toward the stone homestead that sits on the hill. It’s our headquarters and it overlooks the estate and its views. The stonework of the front gate is part of the original cottage built by Nathaniel Ramsey himself. Each generation has built their own additions as the family grew and it’s now a modern four-story castle with a dizzying array of architectural styles.

      There are seven updated apartments, a huge living room we call the lodge, conference rooms, three kitchens, a movie theater and the great hall, which holds several hundred people and opens out onto the palatial deck and the pools.

      One of the apartments on the top floor is mine but I hardly ever use it. I prefer my beach house, or the cabin I built at the edge of the mango grove with a view down to the western ocean and the best sunsets on the island.

      Seeing the estate in all its glory now brings the familiar spear of pent-up rage I feel whenever I think about leaving.

      Which is only a matter of time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I walk past the gym, a low, large building made from obsidian, wood and glass, which holds our main training arena and our armory. All of us practice mixed martial arts. We need to be not only armed but also lethal in any fight. If you’re a blackbelt in karate, you’ve mastered the key moves in wrestling and you can also throw a well-practiced left hook, it might give you the edge when you need it most.

      Target practice is a given. All five of us are as well-trained as Marine snipers.

      Great great great grandpa set us all up for life. He also left behind a violent legacy that makes all of the above a necessity.

      “Look who finally showed up.” My brother Wolf is standing in the archery lane with our cousin Nero. The two of them have similar interests: namely, owning and mastering every kind of weapon ever made. My younger brother spends most of his time fighting, designing weapons and practicing their precision.

      “Remington Nathaniel Ramsey III is getting on my nerves,” I tell him.

      Wolf laughs and takes aim. “You and me both. I told him I’d hunt you down if you weren’t here within the next ten minutes.”

      “Check this out, Knox.” Nero nods toward the heavy metal disc Wolf is holding. “It’s called a Widowmaker.”

      Wolf tosses the disc at a target, where its razor-sharp teeth sink deep into the leather bullseye.

      “I can see why.”

      Nero is a metalworker and makes the inventions Wolf designs. The two of them are equally dedicated. Or obsessed, depending how you want to look at it. Wolf wears a leather holster belt and has at least ten different contraptions strapped to his body at all times, including—today—a hunting knife, a taser and a Glock 18.

      Nero walks over to the target and retrieves the Widowmaker. “You want to try it, Knox?”

      “Later.” I’ve probably tested Remy’s patience long enough.

      “When’s the wedding?” Nero asks off-handedly. His question is sympathetic but matter-of-fact. Everyone knows it’s up to me to honor the alliance.

      “Nothing’s been decided yet.” I hear the annoyance in my own voice. “Wolf, let’s go.”

      As much as I’d like to run, we all know duty comes with a price.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Wolf walks with me toward the homestead. He contemplates me more thoughtfully than he usually would. I’m only eleven months older than Wolf. We don’t look that much alike, even though we’re both around 6’3’’ and built. We’ve been told I look more like our father and Wolf has the look of our mother. Neither of us can remember them. At this point our memories are shaped mostly by other people’s stories and a handful of old photographs.

      Wolf’s hair is a few shades darker than mine, his eyes a shade lighter. “So who’s it going to be?” he asks. “Perri?”

      “No. Not Perri.”

      “You’re not into her?”

      “No.” I don’t allow the small flash of hope in my own question. “Why? Are you?”

      “Hell no,” he laughs, but it’s almost an apology.

      My phone starts vibrating in my pocket as we walk through the gate and into the house.

      Our older brother Remington is standing in front of the stone fireplace that takes up most of an entire wall and rarely gets used, pacing, holding his phone to his ear. He sees us walk in and ends the call. My phone stops ringing.

      “Hey, Rem.” I pat him on the back as I walk past him.

      There’s a pissed off scowl on his face. “Where have you been?” But there are layers to his mood. Fury, sure. But I can also feel his gratitude, and his regret. We both know he owes me one and it’s a fucking doozy.

      “Where have I been? Oh, you know. Hanging out. Doing my best to ignore the big, black, shark-infested tsunami barreling toward my immediate future.”

      If I didn’t actually believe true love existed—which, irritatingly, I do—I probably wouldn’t mind that my choices are five of the wealthiest heiresses in the world.

      Their money is irrelevant to me.

      Blaise is sitting behind the gigantic mahogany desk, some relic of one of our grandfathers that weighs a ton, now strewn with iPads, phones, papers and several desktop computers. My older sister acts as a sort of diplomat in our family, Remy’s wingperson. She’s also a computer whiz and our intelligence expert. It’s because of her mad skills that we so often pre-empt any planned attacks against us.

      The crime ring that targets us has been around as long as our families have been in Hawaii. The history of the feud began soon after Nathaniel Ramsey arrived, along with the three other men who also had plans to spend and grow the fortunes they’d made in California. Their names were Luther King, Ransom Fitzpatrick and Jed Archer.

      For a few years, their business partnerships thrived.

      But, according to folklore, Jed got greedy. In those days you staked your claim and you defended your holdings or you lost them to the next guy who came along and wanted it more. Jed Archer formed an underground crime ring. He tried to take the land from the three people he’d once called friends or allies—no one really knows the details of how it all went down. What we do know is that Nathaniel Ramsey shot Jed Archer in the heart with the Remington revolver he’d carried with him from his mining days. We still have it. The Archers lost their patriarch and, soon after the battle that followed, their fortune.

      They’ve spent the last hundred years trying to get their revenge.

      Some generations have been less violent than others. Ours doesn’t happen to be one of them. Over the last five or six years, the bloodlust of the group has gained serious momentum. The followers and recruits of the Archer family call themselves Arrow, a reference to the Archer family name. They want land and they want violence. To them, the other three families are responsible for every injustice in their lives and they’re hellbent on making sure we suffer for it.

      Their ringleader’s name is Axel Archer. He’s one of the few Archers still left. Most of the original family were either killed off in the very early years or they chose to leave for the mainland instead of dedicating their lives to the legacy of a traitor who got shot because he betrayed his closest friends.

      But Arrow’s numbers aren’t dwindling. They’re growing. And Axel is more bloodthirsty than his father or grandfathers were. He’s a twisted lunatic who’s hungry for a fight and who has no limits.

      In the past few years, the group has become seriously brutal and lawless. I don’t even know if it’s for revenge so much anymore, or because they want to hold a grudge against someone or something and it might as well be us because of who we are and what we own.

      Axel recruits people off the streets—mainly the young and displaced who have something to offer in the way of brawn or recklessness or have nothing to lose. He and his gang train them, arm them, light the fuse of their rage, fan the flames with bribes and rewards, then point them in our direction and let them loose.

      We’ve heard that Axel’s goal is to marry into one of our families. He wants back in to the alliance.

      It’s the reason we guard our sisters especially carefully.

      The Kings founded the first banks in Honolulu and they now own and run some of the most profitable businesses that power the economy of Oahu. The Fitzpatricks settled mainly along the beaches, building some of the first luxury resorts of Waikiki. Today, they own more hotels than any other family in Hawaii and their family compound in Waikiki is the most expensive in the United States.

      And our ancestors settled on Kauai. Our holdings comprise around a sixth of the island. Our land is some of the most valuable real estate in the world.

      “We’ve been avoiding this for too long, Knox,” Remy starts. “It’s time to make the arrangements.”
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      Echo, the youngest of the five of us, is sitting at one end of the long window seat, scrolling on her phone. Behind her, the expansive view of the peach orchard opens out over the town and the beach beyond it. My youngest sister is dark-haired and petite. Blaise is our hacker but it’s Echo who has her finger on the pulsing beast of social media. She knows everything about everyone from Kauai, to Oahu, Los Angeles, New York, London, Tokyo and beyond who posts anything online—which is most of humanity. She’s so tuned in to the psyche of the pop culture masses, it sometimes seems like she can predict the future.

      Being the youngest, she’s dodged a bullet. She’s also the most empathetic person I know. She feels for us.

      Wolf sprawls into one of the leather chairs. The metal of his weapons clangs as he sits.

      No one else is around. It’s just the five of us. Remy must have dismissed the rest of them.

      Remy runs a hand through his hair. This whole deal weighs heavily on him. We’re all aware it’s because of him that my own marriage is being arranged. I don’t hold it against him. I made the choice to allow him an out a long time ago, and for good reason.

      Blaise’s green eyes watch me. Her future is also at stake here. It’s up to her and me to make the matches. And her choices are no better than mine.

      “Let’s go through your list, Knox,” she says.

      “I know who’s on my list.” Of course I do. This shit’s been hanging over my head for a long time. Crunch time is closing in.

      “Raven King,” Blaise begins anyway.

      “We’re really doing this?” I take a seat on the leather couch, propping my feet up on a coffee table. “Fine.” Might as well get comfortable.

      “I heard Raven’s IQ is somewhere around 130,” Wolf says. “That’s genius level.”

      “She’s definitely a genius at being unhinged as fuck. I’ll give her that much.” Raven King is always making headlines for her theatrical and very-public meltdowns.

      “What’s she been up to this week, Echo?” Wolf holds his Glock in his hands, twirling it around his trigger finger. Echo doesn’t even look up. We’re used to it. He’s never not handling something life-threatening.

      Echo scrolls. “Last Saturday night Raven had to be talked off the railing of her thirty-seventh floor penthouse balcony dressed only in a fur coat and a diamond necklace worth six million dollars.”

      “Who wears fur coats in Hawaii?” Wolf laughs. He can joke about my doom because he’s not the one staring down the barrel of marriage to a medicated drama queen who I really don’t want to be the mother of my future children. “It would keep life interesting.”

      I glare at him. “If you like life that interesting maybe you should fucking marry her.”

      “How about Aurora?” Echo asks me, ignoring Wolf. “She’s the quirkiest of the Kings.”

      “Quirky,” smirks Wolf. “If quirky’s code for she’s slept with half of Hawaii, then yes, she’s extremely quirky.”

      Echo coils an end strand of her hair around her finger. “She’s a free spirit.” She’s trying to put an optimistic spin on things but I can feel the walls closing in.

      “Tatum Fitzpatrick,” Blaise continues. “She’s a movie star. That’s not horrible, right?”

      “She’s currently filming on location in Las Vegas and is dating one of her female co-stars,” Echo tells us.

      “Hot.” Wolf grins at me. “Could be a fun wedding night.”

      “I’m glad one of us can find some hilarity in this hellscape of arranged marriages and life sentences,” I mutter churlishly.

      Blaise stays on task, ignoring Wolf. “Vivi Fitzpatrick. Her beauty is legendary.”

      “Is she even old enough?” Remy’s leaning against the wall, all brooding 6’4’’ of him. My brother looks like he’s been working out more than usual lately. He’s buff as fuck. It almost makes me wonder if he’s been bulking himself up specifically in case he and I need to fight it out over all this. Last time we fought I got him into a headlock and it took a full week for his shiner to fade out. It was the first time I’ve ever beaten him in the ring and he wasn’t happy about it. He’s still not happy about it, judging by his scowl.

      “She’s nineteen,” Echo says. “Almost twenty. She’s painfully shy, seriously introverted and socially awkward. But one-on-one, she’s nice. She has a wistful soul.”

      “A wistful soul,” Wolf scoffs, like he can’t think of anything worse.

      The few times I’ve met Vivi Fitzpatrick, she seemed to be hiding in corners like a spooked deer in the headlights. She’s thin and frail-looking. You get the feeling a random sea breeze might blow her away. “A wife that’s terrified of me and everyone else is hardly a recipe for a match made in heaven.”

      “And then there’s Perri.” Blaise says the name carefully, like she’s aware it’ll get a reaction from me.

      “Knox,” Remy eases into his pitch. “Silas keeps calling me. It’s getting tedious. He said he’s been trying to get in touch with you but you never answer your phone. He said Perri wouldn’t stop talking about the last time she saw you. She told him the two of you connected. He said she’s ... requesting you.”
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      “It’s not a bad option, Knox.” Blaise is the smartest person I know, level-headed and the the most reasonable of all my siblings. But she has this equation all wrong.

      “Perri Fitzpatrick and I did anything but ‘connect.’ We had a three minute conversation about her fucking Instagram following.” My voice sounds gruff. Which isn’t surprising, considering what they’re asking me to do. It’s not their fault, of course. But it’s still the heaviest thing that will happen to me in my lifetime. “Which confirmed to me that I very definitely do not want to be shackled to Perri Fitzpatrick for the rest of fucking eternity.”

      Blaise chews on her lip. It’s up to the two of us to honor our family’s obligation to the ancient “rule,” devised by Nathaniel Ramsey and his two allies, Luther King and Ransom Fitzpatrick. It’s known as the Angel’s Alliance and it requires a person from each of our three families to intermarry, one each generation. More often, we call it the Angel’s Curse.

      One of the five of us has to marry a King and one has to marry a Fitzpatrick. That’s the rule.

      Soon after Jed Archer betrayed the others, our forefathers came up with the idea that the three remaining families should remain linked. Inter-marrying would strengthen the bond, making strategic alliances and mergers of land and financial interests more likely. Our strength would be in our numbers and our family ties.

      Even I can begrudgingly admit that we do have strength in numbers. When a thriving crime syndicate is doing it’s best to get inside your walls, kidnap your sisters and steal whatever they can get their hands on, having alliances comes in handy. It gives us an edge.

      But marriage isn’t the only way to form alliances.

      “It’s time to get rid of the curse,” I say. “It’s superstitious and outdated. I say we ditch it.” I’m not the first person who’s suggested this over the past hundred years, of course, and I say it without expecting it to gain much traction. As much as I’d love to sway my brothers and sisters, they’ll never budge when it comes to the alliance.

      People have broken it.

      Many of them.

      And the histories of our families are riddled with the kind of tragedies you wouldn’t wish on your worst enemies.

      Bad shit tends to happen to the people who choose to ignore it.

      Remy knows this better than anyone.

      “No,” he growls. “We are absolutely not breaking the curse.”
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      There are a lot of legends that surround the curse. One of them tells the story of how the great grandfathers were approached by a vision. The golden mirage of an angel who gave them an eerie warning: if the families break the bond, there will be dire consequences.

      The bond must not be broken.

      It’s a mantra we all wish we didn’t feel as deeply as we do.

      Who knows what our ancestors were smoking, but that’s how the rule became known as the Angel’s Curse.

      Which would be fucking laughable if it weren’t for one thing. In Hawaii, there’s a well-known legend. Most Hawaiians have heard of it and it’s searchable on Google. Some people call her the White Lady, others call her the Goddess of Fire. She takes different forms and is said to roam from island to island. She’s sometimes found hitchhiking or dancing at the foot of volcanoes. Most often she’s young, outrageously beautiful and has white or platinum blond hair. Sometimes she’s glamorous, other times she looks disheveled, like she’s been on a long journey. She’ll disappear from the bed of a pick-up truck at a stop or a bend in the road. She sometimes asks for favors. She tests the kindness of strangers. If you don’t treat her with respect, or aloha, the consequences tend to be catastrophic and heartbreaking.

      It's this legend—told around bonfires, whispered by children, feared even by seasoned locals—that only fuels our own family’s sense of duty and dread.

      Still, people don’t tend to enjoy being forced into arranged marriages, so the rule or curse—whatever you want to call it—has always caused a lot of friction. Every generation has had its own backlashes and fallouts.

      And every single time the rule is broken, something terrible happens to the people who defy it. Brutal, bloody accidents no one sees coming.

      Our parents broke it.

      Our father fell in love with our mother, a Swedish tourist, and ignored his order to marry a King. Our parents were blissfully happy for six years. But then, only two months after Echo was born, they died in a fiery plane crash and had to be identified by the charred remains of their teeth.

      We thought Remy might get off more easily. He married for love and we all allowed it. He met his wife Minka, a college student from Brazil, at a party. They both fell in love at first sight. As the oldest, it should have been him to honor the alliance. But the five of us decided that at least three of us should marry for love.

      For better or for worse, all five of us are die hard romantics at heart. Maybe because we’ve been listening to the love story of our parents on repeat all our lives.

      And since Remy found love, it made sense for him to go with it. The rest of us—and me in particular—willingly picked up the mantle, because the two of them and the way they satellited off each other was just such a beautiful thing to watch. We could feel how happy and besotted they were with each other. It reminded us of how we always imagined our parents must have felt.

      At the time, I didn’t overthink my own fate. I figured things would somehow work out. I genuinely thought Remy deserved his happily ever after. And because we agreed to it, we thought that might keep him safe from the curse’s black cloud.

      We were wrong.

      His wife died in childbirth around a year and a half ago. He lost them both. His beautiful wife and their stillborn child, a tiny girl Remy named Jade. He’d had the best doctors flown in but even they couldn’t save Remy’s family.

      We haven’t seen Remington smile since that day. His grief has become the biggest thing about him. He bears it—barely—by training and working out like a maniac and at this point he’s a cut, well-oiled machine of sorrow-fueled rage. We all hope that he’ll eventually be able to move on from it, but no one’s going to push him. We figure it’ll happen when he’s ready for it to happen.

      I know he’d offer to marry again, now, to get one of us off the hook. But the alliance won’t allow it. All the matches have to be first marriages.

      So it’s up to me and Blaise, unless Wolf or Echo volunteers.

      Which is unlikely, considering the options.

      “Perri wants you, Knox,” Blaise says. “There must be something about her you like if you’ve already ... shared a moment.” She pauses, implying the obvious.

      “We didn’t ‘share a moment’,” I snap.

      Remy gives me a look. “She told Silas you had.”

      “Well, she’s lying.” I hardly ever go to Honolulu, and it was only the fifth or sixth time I’ve been to Seven Mile Beach, which is the Fitzpatrick’s family compound. But a few months ago, one of my cousins was having a bachelor party that was nearby and there was an afterparty, so I went along. Perri was there. She followed me around. The Fitzpatrick women are known for their supposedly exotic beauty. And maybe they are beautiful, from afar. But the closer I got to Perri, the less beautiful she became.

      The kind of beauty Perri Fitzpatrick basks in is a very groomed sort of beauty. It requires teams of stylists or whatever to achieve. She has YouTube channels and cosmetics lines. Her face is basically a walking advertisement for all the products she’s constantly selling.

      Beauty isn’t just about the packaging. Real beauty sits under the surface layer. This was what ran through my mind when she started talking to me, and continues to hit me whenever I think of Perri Fitzpatrick. It was that part of her beauty that was missing.

      I don’t know if I’ve been in denial about my future. I don’t think about it, except when I’m forced to. I let her talk to me that night because I knew she was on my goddamn “list.”

      What surprised me most about her, despite all the followers and the fame, was how fucking desperate she was. Maybe publicity can have that effect on a person. There’s a flip side to the coin of adoration. The scrutiny and the unavoidable criticism. Maybe it takes its toll after a while. Her insecurity was the only thing she talked about.

      It had been one of those perfect tropical nights when the moon hangs low and the water is as warm as the air. A band was playing and there was an open bar. I thought about it, sure I did. It’s the only reason I go to Honolulu or the North Shore or Maui or the Big Island from time to time—because most of the people I see on a daily basis are my first, second or third cousins or are married to my first, second or third cousins. When I’m at home I live like a fucking monk but there are times when the animal in me craves a whole lot more.

      But that night, I couldn’t bring myself to go with it. Something about Perri Fitzpatrick was just ... off. I could read the misery she would imprint onto my life in her expressions and in the way she moved. My own doom was inked into her eyes. I could see there that she would cross every line to get what she wanted. She was needy and borderline insane.

      At first I tried to give her the benefit of the doubt.

      It would have been so easy, if we’d clicked right then and there.

      We didn’t.

      I didn’t, more specifically.

      My reaction to her was almost violent. It bordered on repulsion. I wanted to get the fuck away from her. In hindsight I was a total asshole about it but I can’t quite bring myself to regret that.

      She cried and begged me. She pleaded. She wanted me to stay with her. Unbelievably, she invited me to move in with her. And she made a point of making sure we were seen together. Until I shook her off and disappeared into the night.

      Looking back now, maybe it was her plan, to lure me into a trap. Exactly like the one I’m in now.

      “So ... you didn’t have a meeting of the minds?” drawls Wolf.

      “No.”

      Blaise asks it carefully. “Do you think you could ... potentially ... have a meeting of the minds?”

      “No.” Even though Perri is sort of the obvious choice to everyone else, she’d be my last choice. I stand up, needing to move.

      “She’s hell-bent on making it happen, Knox,” Remy says. “She asked Silas to arrange it. She told him the two of you are already ‘bound.’ She told him you were … her first. She said she might even be ...”

      “Be what?”

      “Be tied to you ... in a family way.”

      “I never even touched her. And even if I had, trust me, I wouldn’t have been her first. I’m not marrying her.” I’m pacing now, like a caged lion.

      Remy seems uncomfortable with the entire topic. “She told Silas you’ve put her in a compromised position.”

      “She put herself into all kinds of compromised positions. Right around the time I left her to it.”

      Echo’s still scrolling. “She spent last weekend at Cooper LaSalle’s house in Puako.” She holds up her phone, which shows a photo of Perri and Cooper together, with very few clothes on.

      “Looks like she’s already moved on,” Wolf comments.

      “Thank fuck.” At this point my mood is beyond dark.

      Remy’s doesn’t seem much better.

      “It would be a marriage in name only, Knox,” Blaise offers. She’s feeling this as much as I am, but at least she won’t have to leave. That’s the other requirement of the rule: the men have to move to the women’s family estates, to “become one with their families,” according to the original document. “To be treated as royalty, with power and command equal to the decision-makers.” Which means I’d have to move to Seven Mile Beach. Not something I’d ever choose to do, obviously. “It doesn’t mean you can’t … you know … have other conquests and interests.”

      Wolf grins, but I can tell he feels for me. “Yeah, Knox.”

      “If my misery is so entertaining to you, brother, maybe you should marry her.”

      “No way. Not her. She’s the type that would make your life a living hell.”

      “Exactly,” I mutter.

      Is is really my destiny to live out the rest of my days in a living hell?

      Please, I silently pray to my ancestors, the universe, the Goddess, or whoever might be listening. Even though I know it’s all but useless.

      Show me the way. Let me find true love.
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      Remy is unflinching. “Silas sees the marriage between you and Perri as a done deal, Knox.”

      “Silas can fuck off.” Silas Fitzpatrick is the biggest manwhore on the planet. “Silas doesn’t control me or my future. So he can stay the fuck out of it.”

      “Okay, then,” Echo says gently, “Let’s go back to Tatum. Or Vivi. Maybe you’ll prefer one of them. They’re both gorgeous, Knox.”

      “So’s Malachi,” I say. “You could marry him.”

      Echo makes a face. Malachi is the second-oldest Fitzpatrick. He’s a loose player who gets arrested on a weekly basis. He seems to think he’s above every law. Because of his money, he basically is. “Sure, he’s hot, but Harlow Ashe spent two nights with him after the Island Festival last month and said he’s completely twisted.”

      “Twisted is underrated,” Wolf says darkly, sharpening his hunting knife with the sharpening stone he always carries. “How’s your list going, Blaise?”

      She sighs. “About as well as Knox’s.”

      If I marry a Fitzpatrick it’ll be up to Blaise to marry a King. The Kings are the most gangster of our three families. The men are brutally cut-throat when it comes to business and everything else.

      It’s hard to know which one of the three of them—Enzo, Stone or Jagger—would be the worst. Enzo’s a darkhorse, sort of mysterious and aloof. He’s shady as fuck. But he’s also CEO of King Enterprises and an investment genius, which might have its perks. We all study the markets and work to grow our investments, but Enzo seems to have an almost eerie knack. Remy consults him all the time.

      Jagger is the youngest son, the wildchild of the King family. He’s always making headlines for his reckless behavior and for the cavalier way he treats women. Not ideal in a husband—something I’m sure has crossed Blaise’s mind. And Stone is probably the one I’d hate to see my sister end up with most of all. I don’t know him that well but there’s a cold, malicious side to him I don’t trust.

      We all lost count of their father Jethro’s wives and mistresses a long time ago. Most of his children have different mothers. Their personalities are all very different but one thing they all have in common is that they’re completely unpredictable. You never know what you’re going to get from them at any given moment.

      I can tell Blaise is worried. In her heart she has someone else in mind. But a marriage to Tristan Dempsey, an artist originally from San Diego who owns a gallery on Oahu’s North Shore and has no ties to any of our three families, of course, won’t honor the alliance.

      “This is bullshit.” I’m about to say I’d rather play Russian roulette with avoiding the curse than marry any
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