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CHARLENE PICKED HER way through the store, careful not to step on the broken glass, expensive jewellery, and designer clothes that now lay scattered across the floor. She knew the doors had been locked when she’d left last night, and the fancy security system installed after the last break-in had been switched on. It didn’t look as though it mattered, the mess surrounding her testament to the determination of those breaking into the store. Because, yes, this wasn’t the first time she’d arrived to open up only to find someone had broken and destroyed everything. Worse than that...the House of Bolton retail store in Geelong was barely six-months old and this was the second attack on the place this week.

She didn’t even know how they were getting in. There was never any sign of forced entry, the locks all intact and the alarm system deactivated. Nor did they take anything which was just strange considering the value of the merchandise in the store and the growing popularity of the House of Bolton brand. It ruled out bored teens or those in desperate need of cash, but whoever was behind it, their attacks were escalating. The first few break-ins had been nothing more than annoying inconveniences—clothing racks pushed over, and the glass shelving smashed—a mess to tidy up, but nothing that couldn’t be done before the store opened at nine. However, the more recent attacks on the store, they’d left gifts for her to discover, from red paint splashed on the walls to the jewellery stored in the safe overnight deconstructed and the gemstones scattered like breadcrumbs over the floor.

There were no breadcrumb trails today, and the door to her office remained firmly closed. She heaved a sigh, gripped the straps of her bag tighter, and stared at the office door with dread, hesitating to step toward it. Charlene shook her head and dropped her bag onto what remained of the front counter. Unlike other times, she doubted they’d be opening for business. A bit hard to when the Eftpos machine was now on the floor in several small pieces. Whatever mess awaited her behind the closed door of her office could wait until River arrived to inspect the damage for their boss Everett Bolton, loathed as she was to call the man.

But she had no choice.

River might not have been her boss, but he was the person Everett Bolton had directed her to call whenever Charlene had an issue that needed to be sorted. The two men were cousins apparently, not that she could see any family similarities between them, and they were as different from each other as night and day. Everett Bolton dressed in suits, smart, elegant, and expensive, while River wore jeans and leather—though equally as expensive. One the consummate CEO, the other nothing more than a rich boy who wanted to be a bad ass biker. Charlene snorted at the thought. How could he be a bad ass, dangerous biker when he rode a damn Ducati? 

The boys she’d grown up around would have laughed River’s rich arse out of town for even daring to act like a biker, but only after they smashed up his bike. Bad boys rode Harleys not Ducatis. But the only reason why River hadn’t been sent packing, and why she was forced to rely on River when shit like this happened was because someone bigger, badder, and more dangerous than the guys she’d grown up with had moved into town.

“Fuck... Charlene, you’ve got to be shittin’ me! They’ve hit the store, again?” River cursed, his gravelly voice echoed down the phone and it sent a pulse of unwanted desire racing down her spine.

She steadied her nerves and reminded herself why the man was off limits. A do-not-even-go-there type of guy who Charlene didn’t need stepping into her life outside of business. Her life didn’t need the added complication of a rich boy who spread his cash and cock around like women were nothing more than a slot machine at the pokies. Maybe if she’d been younger, less jaded, and didn’t have a six-year-old daughter to worry about, Charlene might have been down for a fling. But River wasn’t the kind of man who stayed, and Charlene wasn’t interested in being the flavour of the week.

“Not like I was calling you for the fun of it, River.”

“But fuck, that’s like the second time this week?”

“No fucking shit, River! I thought your cousin had upgraded the security system so it couldn’t be bypassed.”

“Fiero’s good, but he and his team aren’t miracle workers, Charlene. He’s not had a chance to send anyone down to install an update since Monday,” he growled down the phone, and Charlene bit her lip to stop a needy moan slipping free. “I’ll try to get a hold of him today, and demand that he sends someone down to check it out.”

Charlene grimaced and surveyed the mess surrounding her. “That’d be great, River, but what am I supposed to do in the meantime? I’m not cleaning this shit up, nor are any of my employees who are due to arrive-” glancing up at the clock behind the shop counter “-in ten minutes.” She didn’t bother enquiring as to whether she should call the cops or not, her boss Everett Bolton had made it very clear that they weren’t to be dragged into the House of Bolton business unless someone was taking pot shots at her.

“Fair enough. I can sort the clean-up. Got a few people I can call...owe me favours and shit.” Fabric rustled, blankets thrown off as River clambered out of bed, and that was an image Charlene didn’t need searing itself into her brain. “Send your employees home when they arrive. On full pay of course,” he reassured before she’d gotten a chance to ask. “And I’ll sort it out with Ryland.”

Ryland of course being the CFO of House of Bolton who also happened to be another of River’s cousins. It was another reminder of why there could never be anything beyond a work relationship between them. For all his attempts to play at being a bad boy, River was so very far from that. A man whose family was worth billions and thought little of wasting money on a retail venture that barely sold enough merchandise to make it viable... yet it didn’t stop them from introducing new product lines every few weeks. Many of the products didn’t look to be worth the price tag stuck to them, and the new membership deal they were setting up looked even more like a disaster waiting to happen. Then again it wasn’t her money being wasted, and so long as her salary kept getting paid, she wasn’t going to question it.

“How long until you can get here?”

River blew out a harsh breath. “Give me twenty-minutes. Thirty at tops.”

Charlene stared at her phone and blinked. She’d not even managed to spit out an “Okay” before River had ended the call. Made sense she guessed; the man did live over half an hour away in Portarlington in one of the new beachfront subdivisions that overlooked Port Phillip—large mansion-styled houses on postage stamp sections. Or at least that would’ve been if the estimated time River gave didn’t also include how long it would take for him to shower and dress first. She pinched the bridge of her nose, resisting the urge to send River a very motherly reminder about arriving at a destination safely not quickly while also praying the police weren’t lying in wait on the highway.

They really did live in two separate worlds. Hers was one of scraping by on not enough cash while servicing a mortgage that never seemed to get any smaller, and still putting food on the table for her daughter. It was a life spent arguing with a scumbag who could never decide if he wanted to be a father or not and believed paying child support was a voluntary payment he could opt out of. And who fucking knew where he got the money from when he did get around to paying... she didn’t want to know that’s for sure, not when he paid several thousand dollars of arrears in cash.

River’s life was the opposite. One of wealth, and opulence on par with the customers who did venture into the store. Uncomplicated family.

Grabbing her bag off the counter, Charlene shoved her phone inside of it, and headed out to wait for her staff and River in the service alley running behind the retail strip. She was tempted to relock the door and walk around the corner to the coffee cart to grab a double espresso but thought better of it. Charlene knew the moment she stepped away from the store, one of her employees would arrive, and she’d rather they were long gone before River arrived. Knew they’d appreciate not being here either, because for some strange reason they all found River’s presence...disconcerting, almost fearful of the man, at it made her want to laugh.

River wasn’t scary.

At least not in a dangerous-to-your-life kind of way.
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RIVER PULLED UP BEHIND the retail store his cousin Everett Bolton had chosen to open as the flagship store for the House of Bolton fashion brand he’d established three years ago. It wasn’t that his cousin had a strong interest in fashion but had simply seen an opportunity that could benefit the Tomasi Family. Their illegal businesses had continued to grow, spurred on by Melbourne’s social elites all-consuming desire for the latest designer drugs and prepared to pay premium prices for them along with the growth in sales at the other end of the market. But with that growth came the need to hide the profits they were now generating, and their existing legal businesses weren’t capable of disguising the large sums of money being funneled through them. And so far, it had worked.

The expansion of the business into the retail sector of the market was for two reasons. One, everyone within the industry would expect a popular brand like House of Bolton to set up their own stores, and two, it gave them another avenue for selling their premium products right under the noses of the police.

And it had fallen to River to handle the day-to-day business of the retail store in Geelong. Made sense when River already wielded power in the greater Geelong area on behalf of the Famiglia since stamping the Tomasi name all over it when Albie and Gio had still controlled the direction of the Famiglia and its publicly acceptable corporate arm. He oversaw the distribution of drugs, organised illegal gambling, and managed the warehouses owned by the family based at the North Shore port in Geelong. Strong armed the MC group that had operated in the area before River had knocked them down to size leaving him free to make bi-weekly commutes down to Geelong to check up on things. A commute that was pleasantly short and allowed River to continue living out of his swanky apartment in the centre of Melbourne.

But everything changed with Albie and Gio’s death. 

Everyone in the family had to step up and fill the gap left by their cousins’ deaths, the two men a force of nature and the mere mention of their names had sent their enemies scurrying away in fear.

For River that had necessitated moving to Geelong a little over six months ago with Everett’s decision to open the retail store. He’d grumbled at the time, not wanting to move out of his apartment in the heart of Melbourne’s entertainment district. Now though, he wouldn’t give up his picturesque views over Port Phillip for anything, the long back roads through farmland that were perfect for letting out the throttle on his Ducati, or the booming property prices that added more money to his bank account—pleased he’d taken Gio’s advice five years ago to invest in the land around the smaller rural towns within commuting distance of Geelong and Melbourne.

What did bring vitriolic complaints to his lips in a torrent of English and Italian were the constant attacks on the retail store since its opening. It was only the House of Bolton store affected too even though the Tomasi Corporation owned the entire block on the newly developed retail strip. Fucked River right off to be dragged out of his bed at some ungodly hour of the morning to deal with it. Pissed him off further that he and his cousin had yet to figure out who was responsible for the attacks and whether they were connected at all to the spate of fires that had hit several of their warehouses both here in Geelong and back in Melbourne.

The attacks were escalating too. But what worried them more was the perpetrator’s ability to bypass the highly sophisticated security system that Fiero had installed and updated after ever attack. The motives for the repeated attacks were a mystery too, what with the store carrying merchandise worth thousands of dollars, and that was just the jewellery River’s sister sold through the store—the merchandise stashed in the safe in Charlene’s office had street value even higher than that. He feared it wouldn’t be long before those attacking the store moved from random vandalism to attack on the store’s employees with the manager, Charlene, most at risk of stumbling upon whoever was attacking the store. At barely five foot nothing, there was no way she could handle any physical threats directed at her regardless of whether she’d grown up in the MC culture. And there was no way River wanted her to... and that brought up a whole new set of issues that River didn’t want to look to closely at. Unlike his cousin, River had no intention of banging one of his employees... and it didn’t matter that she was technically Everett’s employee, not his.

River threw his leg over the bike, removed his helmet, and hung it from the handlebars. He turned toward the rear entrance of the store where Charlene stood with a pensive look on her face and strode quickly toward her.

“What’ve we got this time Charlene?” he asked, sweeping an appraising gaze over her, and noticing the tight grip she had on her handbag.

“It’s a mess, River,” she said with a sigh, gesturing at him to enter the store ahead of her. “They’ve tipped over the clothing racks, scattered the clothes across the floor, smashed anything made of glass from the shelving to the front counter while leaving the large storefront windows untouched, and whatever is awaiting in my office I’ve left for you to discover.”

“Fair enough,” he replied, picking his way through the broken glass and what remained of his sister Rosa’s jewelry that had once more been deconstructed. “Did you let the employees rostered on today know that they weren’t to come in?”

“Yes... and if you don’t need me, River, then I’m going to head on home.”

“Yeah, nah, I’ve got this. I’ll get a hold of the clean-up crew and Fiero soon... by tomorrow you’ll never know that someone had broken in.”

“Until the next time that is.”

River rubbed a hand over his jaw and stared at the feisty woman, annoyance and not fear blazed in her eyes. “I’d like to say hopefully there won’t be a next time.”

Charlene snorted. “Unless you figure out who’s doing this... there will be a next time... and time after that, right up until they’re caught.” She started for the door, River following behind. He wanted to make sure she got to her car safely even if he doubted those who’d attacked the store were still around. “I’m not easily chased off, but if it weren’t for the high salary your cousin pays me, this stress wouldn’t be worth it.”

“I don’t even think the stress is worth it...and this is my job.” He chuckled, leaning against the door frame while he watched Charlene walk across the carpark to where she’d parked her car. If they’d met under different circumstances, he wouldn’t have hesitated to make a move on her, curious to know whether her feistiness translated over to the bedroom or not. River hoped the answer would be yes, even if he had no plans of going there. To him there was nothing worse than a woman who oozed confidence before turning all passive in the bedroom... and not even in a submissive, hand over control kind of way, but that didn’t appeal to him either. River wanted his partners to be a match for him in and out of the bedroom.

River remained in the doorway until Charlene’s car disappeared out of sight. He spun around and stepped back into the chaotic mess, pulling his phone out of his pocket as he walked across the shop floor. Thumbing through his contacts, he tapped on the one marked Bullet, aka Brent McCullough, head of the local MC group based out of Bannockburn, and Charlene’s older brother. Another reason why his attraction to Charlene needed to take a hike. He’d crushed the Outlaw Saints years ago, taking advantage of a leadership change which left them with a young inexperienced Brent McCullough in charge, and it hadn’t taken much to secure their services for River’s needs. But he wasn’t about to test that loyalty by trying to date the bastard’s sister.

“Fuck, mate... do you know what fucking time it is?” Brent’s voice rumbled through the phone.

“Two coffees too early, if you want my opinion.” He surveyed the damage, catching sight of red paint splatters near the door of Charlene’s office, and he winced. “But it doesn’t matter how early it is, Bullet... the wankers broke into the store again.”

“They better not have touched my—”

“They were long gone before Charlene got on the scene,” he reassured Brent, understanding the man’s concern. If this rate of escalation continued, it was only a matter of time before the bastards got brazen enough and waited for Charlene to arrive in the morning.

“What do you need then?”

“A clean-up crew. Charlene refuses to do it this time... and fuck, I don’t blame her... they’ve really made a mess of the place and I haven’t even checked her office yet.”

“What about the security system? You assured me your cousin was the best at his job.”

“Fiero’s going to be pissed that someone’s bypassing it... but yeah, he’s my next call.”

“Okay, then... I’ll get on the horn and see who’s sober enough to head in. Meet you at the store in twenty,” Brent told him before inhaling sharply. “Charlene’s not still there, right?”

“Nah, Bullet, I sent your sister home. She doesn’t need to know I’m the one who kicked your fucking arse just yet.” He chuckled loudly at Brent’s grumbling response long after their call had ended. 

Shook his head, swallowed down the remnants of his laughter and thumbed through his contacts to the next person on his must call list and tapped on Fiero’s name. At least his cousin wouldn’t be annoyed at being kicked out bed, mainly because the man was probably already sitting at his desk at the House of Bolton offices. River had never been so glad to land a position within the family that kept him far from the corporate side of the Famiglia’s businesses. He’d rather work through the night and sleep well past sunrise.

“You’ve got to be shittin’ me, cugino,” Fiero cursed as River explained what had happened. “I’ll head down myself to check it out... just give me a couple of hours to sort a mess out here first.”

“Va bene.”

“I’ll let Everett know what’s going on too, see if he wants us to do anything else?”

“Graze, Fiero. That’ll save me a call. Now,” he said with a wry laugh. “I only need to explain to Rosa why her jewelry is once more in pieces.” It wasn’t a conversation he was looking forward to.
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“RIVER, YA IN HERE?” Brent bellowed from the rear entrance of the store, startling River who’d not heard the grumbling roar of the man’s bike.

“Yeah, I’m here,” he shouted back. “Did you not park out back?”

Brent snorted. “Yeah, nah, I did. Just didn’t come on my bike... wasn’t sure if we’d be needing to take stuff to the dump or not.”

He sucked in a long sharp breath and winced. Chances were, they’d be needing to do that once they’d worked their way through the mess. “Probably a good call. Who else is coming?”

“I managed to find three fuckers who weren’t still too hungover to hit the road.”

“Getting pissed on a Tuesday night?” River shook his head. “I haven’t done that since university.”

“You went to university?” Brent eyed him suspiciously. “I thought you were just some trust fund brat who liked to get his hands dirty?”

“Dirty? My hands are as fucking bloody as my cousins are,” he snickered, picking his way back across the floor to where Brent leaned against the wall near Charlene’s office. “But who exactly is coming to help?” Quickly sidestepping any further questions on university. Unlike many of his cousins, River had never finished university, didn’t see the point in finishing a degree he had no interest in or served no purpose. It wasn’t that he didn’t get qualifications in something, it just wasn’t in science or arts, choosing to go down the security protection route... well, right up until it came to getting licensed with the state. There was no way he was giving them free access to his fingerprints.

“Lizard, Dingo, and Munter will be here once he tears himself away from whatever chick he shagged last night.”

“Only one? Munter must be losing his touch.”

“We can only wish,” Brent replied with a shrug of his shoulders. “You haven’t checked in there yet?” gesturing at the manager’s office.

“Nah, not yet. Not sure if I want to with the red paint splattered near the doorway.”

“Are you certain it’s paint?” Brent walked closer to the door and crouched down to investigate it the red splotches on the floor. “It could be blood? The colour’s about right.”

“That is an escalation I don’t fucking need. My cousins would lose their collective shit over it.” Dead bodies didn’t faze him, but what one turning up here would mean didn’t sit easy with River.

“Well, only one way to find out,” Brent said rising to is feet and throwing the door open.

River released a sigh of relief when his assumption of it being paint proved correct with no sign of a dead body or there having been one anywhere near Charlene’s office. But his relief didn’t last long as he surveyed the damage that had been inflicted on the room. Paint had been splattered over the walls, tipped over Charlene’s desk, and her computer had been taken to with a sledgehammer—he doubted even Fiero, and his team of computer whizzes could gather enough bits to piece it back together. It’d be a shit to clean up, but that’s not worried him. No what worried River was the Chinese characters, two of them repeated over and over on the walls, that reeked of malice.

“Do you know who did this?” he asked, noticing the anger rippling off Brent.

“You know she’s got a kid, right?”

“Who’s got a kid?” His brows furrowing in confusion not sure where the conversation was headed or what it had to do with the message that had been left behind this time. River hoped like hell Fiero knew someone who could read Chinese, pretty sure that while several of his cousins could speak passable Mandarin, they couldn’t read it.

“Charlene.”

River snapped a few pictures of the Chinese characters and fired it off to Fiero. “Since when? And what’s it got to do with this?”

“Since, six years ago... and her fucking ex has connections to what remains of the Jinlong triad based out of Bendigo.”

“You’re thinking what? That this is personal?” River narrowed his eyes at Brent. He couldn’t recall mention of there being a triad group based in Geelong, let alone one that was active in the Melbourne area. Most of the Famiglia’s conflicts in recent history were with the police, the Greeks, and the Croatian gangs who’d popped up in the last ten years. But that didn’t mean there hadn’t been one based here before River had come in and taken over the area. “Though it wouldn’t explain then why they’re hitting our warehouses.” Not that River could confirm that those setting their warehouses alight and attacking the store where the same people.

“Hey, it could be both.”

River sighed. “Except that I wasn’t even aware there was a major triad group operating in the state.”

Brent snorted. “Yeah, there’s a good reason for that. We ran the bastards off before you set foot in the area, and their allies were decimated in the Gangland Wars... those who survived scarpered off to Bendigo to lick their wounds. But word on the street is that they’re beginning to make a move again, drifting into Ballarat and other smaller centres surrounding Melbourne, no doubt in search of allies and easy access to the ports again.”

For all his attempts to downplay his smarts, Brent paid attention the changing landscape of Victoria’s underworld, especially the activities of the groups based outside of the Melbourne. River was damn glad Brent was on their side, because he’d have made one hell of a dangerous cop.

“You reckon he’s still working for them?”

“It wouldn’t surprise me.”

“And he’d go this far?” He gestured at the store’s new décor. “Just to terrorise her?”

Brent rubbed his jaw. “Yeah, I wouldn’t put it past him. Smash the place up to appease his bosses demands, and then leave a message just for Charlene.”

“He’s done it before then?” River really didn’t like that sound of this man, and the more Brent talked about him, the more River wanted to tear the bastard’s head off and present it to Charlene on a platter. She might not be as appreciative of the gesture as some of his cousins might be though.

“Oh yeah. The bastard loves to swing into his daughter’s life out of the blue, stir up shit with Charlene over custody rights—which he doesn’t have—and then drop several grands’ worth of missed child support in her lap before fucking right off again.”

“I’m surprised you let him anywhere near—” River’s words cut off as his phone beeped. He pulled it from his pocket and stared at the screen in confusion, not expecting Fiero to get back to him so quick. Swiping with his thumb, and then tapping in his pin code, River opened the message his cousin had sent him. Read over the brief statement several times, his brows furrowing deeper as the words didn’t change.

“You were saying?” Brent asked, interrupting River’s thoughts.

He sighed, shoved the phone back in his pocket and stared at Brent. “Those characters-” waving his hand at the wall “-according to
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