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About the Author


Patrick O’Hanlon

 

I’m known as “The Cleaner.” If you’re wondering why, it’s because when I’m on the job, you’d never know I was ever there. You’d never know anyone was involved; I’m that good.

 

What I’m not so good at is my personal life. I’m one of four O’Hanlon’s. As much as my brothers and I butt heads, we have each other’s back—no matter what. We weren’t so good at keeping our thumbs on our sister, Eevee, though. We lost track of her, and when she came back into our lives, we weren’t able to protect her like we had always pledged to. She was murdered before our eyes. She wasn’t the target, but that information doesn’t bring her back. Now all we are left with is: memories, a million questions, and massive amounts of rage. But that’s not all we have; we have Brigid.

 

Brigid is our seven-year-old niece that we knew nothing about until Eevee left her in our care. We must do a better job at keeping her safe. While we do that, Savanna will help me raise her as our own. She’s counting on me for her protection, as well.

 

 

Savanna Aiello

 

I have a gift that could be catastrophic in the wrong hands. I need protection and the only ones I can count on are the O’Hanlon’s, specifically—Patrick. The only thing that gets me through day after day of worrying is that sweet, precious little girl. I fell in love with her on day one, and I’m enjoying every minute of raising her. What I didn’t expect was to fall in love with Patrick. I’ve never been lucky in love before, but it looks like that is all about to change.

 

I know Patrick will go to the ends of the earth to protect Brigid and me. But it may be too much to ask for my father’s protection. The same man responsible for Eevee’s death.

 

This isn’t your typical fairytale. The stakes are higher than any of us could ever have imagined. There are too many roads to turn down and no clear direction for this journey.


[image: ]

Friends and family: they mean so much to me. Without them, I don’t know where I would be. A special shout out to Melissa Kulis and Jacquelyn Ayres. I rely on both of you for so much. Our friendship is real, honest, and supportive. Thank you so much for always being there for me. 


[image: ]


[image: ]



Patrick

 

I think most people are creatures of habit. They go through life with what they think is a great plan to be successful. However, success is really a figment of our own imagination. I thought my life was going well, that is until my sister Eevee died and I found out I have a niece, whom I’m now partially in charge of. I realized the night Eevee died that stuff is nothing. I heard someone say once that “whomever has the most toys when they die, wins.” I never could understand that; they’re dead, so what did they win? What matters most is that this young child is looking up to me to do the right thing. It’s a lot of pressure for someone like me: single guy—not a care in the world. Now I’m being held to a higher standard.

Ciarán has been so busy with taking upon Dax’s accounting firm that it has left him little time for anything, including Savanna, his unexpected wife. Ronan has been helping with our niece, Brigid, but he also has a ton of stuff keeping him busy at the church, or so he says. So that leaves me, Uncle Patrick, to pick up the pieces. I want revenge for Eevee’s death, but Ciarán and Ronan want to bury it and walk away. Ciarán says the only thing he wants is to move forward. He’s got a lot to handle: a growing business, a wife, and now a niece. Revenge is not on the top of the list. Ronan views everything that went down as a second chance. I tried to tell him Brigid is her own little person, that no one will replace Eevee, but that seems to fall upon deaf ears.

Ciarán says we all played a part in Eevee’s life, including her death. We need to own it and move forward. I don’t know how to do that. I look at Ciarán’s wife, Savanna, and I see red. Her father was the crux of this whole mess and now she is part of our family. How do I live with that? How do I see her every day and not blow her brains out when all I want is to serve them up to her father on a silver platter? The only thing that is saving me is keeping my focus on Brigid, the little girl with the doe-brown eyes.

The ringing phone snaps me back to reality. I take a quick glance at the screen—LaDonna, Aiello’s new right-hand man now that Vinnie is dead. “Hey, Tommy, what do you need?”

“Always right to the point, Patrick. Aiello wants his daughter protected no matter what. What can I do to make that happen?”

“You got a lot of fucking nerve; I’ll give you that. She’s now part of the O’Hanlon family—her safety is guaranteed. Aiello, on the other hand, that’s another story. I want revenge for my sister’s death, and it seems to me that Aiello better watch his back, since all roads lead to him.” I hear no reply. When I look at the screen, the call is gone. Guess I hit a nerve. Doesn’t matter, my time is better spent at the stables with Brigid teaching her about the different horses we breed.

It’s a beautiful day as I walk down toward the stables. I have to remind myself not only was this innocent child born out of violence, but her world will forever be surrounded by violence. She is only seven years old, and this has been the start to her life. However, it’s up to her family to guide her in the right direction. I think I finally understand why Eevee left Brigid to the three of us. We each bring something different to the table. When I get to the stables, I’m taken aback by what’s happening in the barn: Savanna is walking with Brigid, explaining how to care for the different horses. I stop dead in my tracks while I watch and listen.

“The horses rely on us for everything. The more attention you show them, the more they will respect you. It’s like at night, after your bath, I always give your hair one hundred strokes with your favorite brush.”

“I love that and look forward to it.”

“Exactly, Brigid, the horses look forward to the times when they get groomed. They are like children and love the attention.”

She must have caught a glimpse of me watching her. Her whole body language changed as if she was in a board room filled with critics. I step out of where I’m standing. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. I thought I would take advantage of the beautiful weather. I’m going to hook up the buggy and take Brigid out for a ride around the property. Would you like to join us?” She seems apprehensive as she shoves her hands into her jeans and rocks back on her boots. For the first time, I take stock of all that she is trying to portray. Is she doing this for my benefit? What’s her real story? The hair on the back of my neck stands up. There is more . . . there always is.

“I would like that. With everything happening so fast, I never had a chance to see the entire estate.”

“Well, now is your chance. I don’t know how well of a tour guide I am, but feel free to ask me anything. I promise I will do my best to answer all of your questions.”

Even with Brigid’s many questions, it doesn’t take me long to hook up the buggy. “Okay, ladies, step into your chariot and away we will go.”

The afternoon sun keeps the chill at bay; however, we still won’t be able to see all the property since a lot of it is heavily wooded.

“Uncle Ronan said the horses have to get exercise every day. He said that there are so many of them that it is a full-time job. Where do the horses go and whose job is it?” Brigid looks up at me, her little hand shielding her eyes from the sun.

God only knows what else Ronan told her. “On the other side of the barn is a track where they get their exercise. Patty O’Brian is in charge of all that. Have you met him yet?”

“No. Can I help him with the horses?”

“I will talk to him and see what we can do, okay?” She smiles and claps her hands with delight.

“Patrick, how active is the family in the racing business?”

“Enough, Savanna, for it to sustain itself. How familiar are you with raising racehorses?”

For the first time since I met her, I see, what looks to be, a genuine smile. “After my mom died, my dad didn’t know what do with me. One day, he brought me to the track. He took me to the paddock before his horse was set to race. Being in with the horses, I found a place I could be myself. My dad noticed and got me more involved with his horses. I found my happy place.” She gets a melancholy look about her, which only intrigues me more.

“Well, I guess I’ll have to introduce you to Patty O’Brian, too. I’m sure he can keep both of you very busy when he gets here.”

As we pull into the barn my phone begins to ring. Whomever it is has the worst timing. A quick glance and I’m not surprised to see it’s Ciarán. “Hey, I’m busy right now, can it wait?”

“Finish up whatever you are doing and get to the bar, now.” He doesn’t wait for an answer before he abruptly hangs up.

I scoop Brigid up in my arms and twirl her around, enjoying her laughter before I have to go. “Brigid, I have work to do but Aunt Savanna will take you back to the house for lunch.” I put Brigid gently back on the ground just as Savanna reaches for her hand. “Thank you for helping me out, Savanna.” I give her a small nod of gratitude. She smiles back as if this is all normal for her. I’m becoming aware that there is a genuine warmth about her. I quickly shake it off as I head to the garage for Nessa. Yes, she’s my Ducati; everyone names their bikes. Her name means rough. Right now, that’s the best way to clear my head before having to deal with my brother, speeding through the countryside on Nessa. Besides, the quicker I get to Ciarán, the quicker I can find out what has his balls in a twist.
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Savanna

 

I’ve been spending my days down at the stables. It gives me time to think about the mess I’ve found myself in. I have a drop-dead gorgeous husband that only married me to try and save his sister, which was fruitless. He wants nothing to do with me, however, staying married to him is keeping me alive. One meeting with my father and I knew he had his hand in the death of Ciarán’s sister. The very sister Ciarán married me to save!

After Eevee died, it was discovered she had a seven-year-old daughter. Now all three brothers are responsible for her. They have no clue what to do with her, but I do, which is probably another thing that is keeping me alive. Brigid might be seven, but she is a gifted child with everything except how to socialize. It’s not easy to make friends when you’re living your life in a bubble. I’m an only child who was brought up by hired help and boarding schools. So, I know what it’s like to have everything and nothing at the same time. Brigid is not a spoiled brat, so it makes my time spent with her enjoyable. Today, I decided to take her to the stables and teach her how to care for the horses. It is a very good way to learn the responsibility of taking care of animals. The last thing I expected was Patrick to show up. He was very pleasant toward me, he always is. However, I’ve got my eyes wide open. The entire O’Hanlon family operates as one. If Ciarán wants me gone, then I’m sure Patrick and Ronan do, too.

“Aunt Savanna, why did Uncle Patrick have to leave so fast?”

“He had work to do. Wasn’t it nice of him, though, to take us on a buggy ride?” I look down at her, swinging her arm as we walk together hand in hand. She nods, her face showing no emotion. “Let’s finished up with the horses, then we can go back to the house and play a game,” I suggest. Thankfully, she quickly agrees, and we get started.
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Patrick

 

Riding always clears my mind but unfortunately, I can’t do this all day, every day. I pull around back, so I don’t have to announce to everyone that I’m here. When I step inside, I don’t have to ask where Ciarán is; I know for sure he’s probably been held up in his office all day. The guy just doesn’t have a life. Well, one that I know of. I push open the door and it’s just as I thought.

“Hey, you bellowed that you must see me right away. Well, here I am. Now what’s so important that you cut into my time with Brigid?”

“How is Brigid doing today?”

“Good. At least she has your wife to keep her busy.”

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” A flicker of irritation lights up his eyes.

“Ciarán, you are always locked up in here working, and when you are around Brigid, you hardly acknowledge her. I mean, come on, man, did you even know that Savanna has gotten her interested in the horses? Did you even know that, as a child, your wife helped with her dad’s racehorses?” I throw out at him. His uncomfortable shifting in his chair tells me I hit a nerve.

“Look, Patrick, everything I’m doing here is for the family. With the help of Jian, I have fully incorporated Dax’s accounts with ours. We now control it all. Brigid will want for nothing. As far as my wife is concerned, that’s why I called you here. I need you to help me get rid of her.”

I grit my teeth to stop my unfiltered thoughts from flying out of my mouth. “I think you need to clarify what you mean by get rid of her,.” I say as calmly as I can. He slowly shakes his head and smiles.

“Not in the way you are thinking. She gave of herself freely to help save Eevee. I will never forget that selfless sacrifice. However, now it’s time for her to move on. I don’t want a wife—never have and never will. I have a black heart. She tries to break through it. God knows she tries every day, but I want no part of this.”

“First of all, I got a call today from Aiello’s top guy, Tommy. He wanted reassurances on Savanna’s safety. Second, everyone knows that Aiello’s hired gunman, Mr. X, was behind the hit on Dax. For him, Eevee was just collateral damage. Maybe Savanna thinks her staying married to you will keep her father safe? Besides all of that, what do you think I can do with her?”

He slips his hands into his pockets as he pushes away from his desk. “Not what you usually do, so don’t get your nuts in a twist. I don’t want her to think she has to stay here to be safe, or to keep her father safe. Yes, I want revenge for Eevee, however, I have to put Brigid before everyone and everything. That’s what Eevee wanted, and I plan to honor that. So, back to my problem: how do I get rid of Savanna?”

As I sit and listen to all his denials about Savanna, I look between his words for the truth. He genuinely wants her to be happy, just not with him. No matter how much Ciarán protests that he couldn’t love anyone but himself, I never believed him. Even though I want to believe there is some sort of sliver of a light in there, as he has gotten older, I’m starting to believe his claim that he has
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