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For my cheering section of three. George, Angela, and Niko, I know you’ve gotten
used to hearing, “Just give Mummy one more minute.” Thank you for those
minutes, babies. My love for you is endless.
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CHAPTER 1
SEVEN WEEKS EARLIER . . .

For the first time in twenty-four long, devastating hours, Vasily Tarasov felt the
tension in his back and neck ease. He glanced around the exclusive Manhattan
nightclub, where he’d been studying the melting ice in his vodka, and felt his lip quirk
as he took in the sudden quiet among the patrons. It was short-lived. A rush of furious
murmurings flowed like a cresting wave.
“Holy shit, it’s him . . .”
“Goddamn . . . it’s the other one . . .”
“Oh, my God, he’s gorgeous . . .”
“Hell froze? I hadn’t heard . . .”
“Is it me, or is he even bigger than I remember . . . ?”
“I’m gettin’ the fuck outta here. You know who that is . . . ?”
Fear and respect dominated the voices as all eyes—including his—observed the
newcomer commanding the entrance. He was flanked on both sides by Quan and Jak,
two healthy-size men who looked as if they could inflict maximum damage without
breaking a sweat.
Which they could. Vasily would attest to it.
He had seen those two take out a half-dozen armed enemies only to bounce to their
feet, looking for more. The trio was all about effortless intimidation. They all owned
it, but more so the one in the middle.
Gabriel Moretti.
The boss.
Or, Vasily corrected himself with a quiet grunt, the one who should be boss.
He relaxed even more as he watched Gabriel scan the chic surroundings, a feeling of
warmth blossoming in his grief-laden chest as he observed his favored one. The other
boys had bestowed the title in jest, but it was accurate. Gabriel had always held a
special place in his heart. A brother, minus the sharing of parents. And Gabriel was
trusted as such. Which was why Vasily had summoned him here tonight.
Vasily got to his feet as the three weaved around the tables. Even knowing it made
them uncomfortable, he still bestowed a warm embrace and kiss to each cheek on
Gabriel once he stood before him.
He and Gabriel sat after the usual round of good-to-see-yas. Vasily nodded at Quan
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and Jak as the two heavies moved over to the bar.
“Good flight?”
“Half-dozen hours of nothing but time to kill. I brought enough work with me to get
by. One of the flight staff was also very entertaining.” A mild flicker of amusement
flashed on Gabriel’s face.
Vasily gave a knowing nod. Easy sex came with good looks and a lot of money.
Both of which Gabriel had. “You’re not happy that I asked you here.”
“Not particularly,” the Italian admitted. “When I touch down at JFK, I immediately
feel like I should be covered in Kevlar and armed to the teeth. Seattle doesn’t do that
to me.”
“No. I’m sure it doesn’t.” He truly couldn’t remember a time when he wasn’t aware
that an invisible target was front and center on his chest. It had to be even worse for
Gabriel. He raised a hand to signal the waitress for two fresh drinks. “Have you talked
to the boys lately? Did you tell them you were coming?”
“They’ll be by later. I talked to Vincente when I landed.” They both leaned back as
their drinks were placed in front of them, waiting until the scantily clad waitress
sashayed away before Gabriel continued. “He said they were heading into Brownsville
to recruit.” His jaw ticked and Vasily could guess why.
Gabriel and Vincente Romani were tight, and when Gabriel had turned his back five
years ago on the Moretti family—a family he’d been born to lead—Vincente had
remained and was now a trusted lieutenant to Gabriel’s brother, Stefano, who headed
the organization by default. Gabriel and his brother did not get along, to put it mildly,
and any mention of the estranged sibling usually had the shutters coming down.
Vasily’s mouth twisted as he pictured the rapists and violent thugs no doubt
gathering in some underground location, hoping to be chosen as new members of the
Moretti organization. The longer Stefano held power in that family, the more confused
Vasily became. Nothing the guy did made any sense.
A strobe light glanced off the heavy platinum ring on Gabriel’s thumb as he downed
half of his drink and thunked the glass onto the tabletop. “Why am I here, brother?”
Anxiety raced through Vasily’s gut, and he almost laughed out loud at the unfamiliar
reaction.
Really? I’m king of the fucking castle, top dog, Pakhan to one of the most powerful
Russian crime organizations on the Eastern Seaboard . . . and I’m nervous asking a
favor?
Bullshit.
“I need you to do something for me,” Vasily snapped.
Gabriel’s brows lifted. “Huh. And here I thought you were just starved for
company.”
Vasily paid no attention to the insolence. They were all arrogant at times, and if they
took offense over every slight, there wouldn’t be a moment’s peace between them. “I
need to know you’re in. Right now.”
Curiosity shone in Gabriel’s eyes as he sat back and crossed heavy arms over his
parking lot of a chest. “That’s twice you’ve asked what doesn’t need asking. If I’m
able, you know damn well I’ll do whatever you need me to.”
Vasily nodded once and reached into the inside pocket of his coat to withdraw a thin
manila envelope and slide it across the table. “I’m leaving for Russia when we’re
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through here,” he announced. “I’m not sure how long I’ll be gone. Could be a few
weeks, maybe a few months. However long it takes. But I need you to protect
someone for me while I’m gone. With your life if necessary. I’ll take over her care
once I return from wiping out the sonsofbitches who killed her mother last night.”
“Whose mother?”
“My daughter’s.”
Gabriel froze, leg comically raised midair because he’d been in the process of
hooking his ankle on his knee. His size-fourteen shit kicker hit the floor like a bomb.
“Your daughter. Are you fucking with me?” he asked incredulously. “When the hell
did you have a kid? And how did I not know about it?”
The kid in question was actually a grown woman now. Evangeline was as beautiful
and beguiling as her mother, although in looks she was more Vasily than Kathryn. “No
one knew about her. Until recently.” The reminder that his enemies now knew of Eva’s
existence squeezed his chest. “I filled the boys in earlier, so if for some peculiar reason
you’re in need of a hand, they’re now informed.”
Gabriel gave him a hard look. “Unless you want to sit here and watch my head
explode, maybe you should start from the beginning.”
He was definitely sensing an angry vibe here. Probably pissed he was the last to
know. Vasily tried but couldn’t hold back a smile. He allowed it to show for a few
seconds before feeling it fade away. How was he able to find humor in anything at
present? When the woman . . .
His jaw clenched as renewed fury surged through him. The charred remains of the
woman he’d loved and had created a beautiful child with so many years ago now sat in
a cold, silent morgue in Seattle.
He roughly cleared the thickness from his throat. “I’ll get to the few details you’ll
need in a minute. First, I want your word that you’ll see this through for me.”
Gabriel waved his hand impatiently. “You have it.” As if it was a stupid request.
“But fuuuck, Vasily. A kid? Just out of curiosity, why are you putting this one on me?
What about Maksim or Alek? Or any of your boys for that matter? We both know
they’re more than capable. Not to mention here. She is in New York, isn’t she? Who’s
taking care of her now? How old is she? Is she even out of diapers? And, again, just
out of this raging curiosity that’s kicking my ass, why the hell isn’t she in your life?”
Huh. Not bad. He’d expected the cross-examination to last at least another minute
or so. Feeling his chest expand with love for this man he’d missed like hell, Vasily
began. “At any other time, I would trust my nephew with this. But not in the shape
he’s been in lately now that he and Sacha aren’t together anymore. Maksim? Of
course, but I just don’t want him.” The idiot would try to have sex with Eva—who, at
twenty-four, was very much out of diapers—and Vasily would have to permanently
maim him. Perhaps castrate him. He didn’t want to do either. “Anyone else would lead
the Baikovs right to her, so they’re out. It has to be you.”
“The Baikovs.” Gabriel’s eyes frosted over. “Alek told me you had no choice but to
shave them down a few members. I can’t believe they’re still fucking with you.” The
grudge match between the Tarasovs and the Baikovs had gone on since Vasily was a
child.
“Me either.” Regardless of the reasons he’d cited, wanting Gabriel on this came
down to one thing. No one could compare in their world with the man sitting across
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from him; there was no contest. Gabriel’s instincts were well honed; he had
unparalleled street smarts and was effortless in a battle, whether it be with fists,
bullets, or blades. Could read a situation in the blink of an eye and react accordingly
just as quickly. He possessed an impressive intelligence that nearly matched Maksim’s
—but that might be because Maksim’s PTSD, along with the dash of ADD he suffered
from, put him at a distinct disadvantage.
Coming in closer, Vasily loosely clasped his tattooed hands on the table in front of
him, deliberately choosing not to acknowledge the question as to why his daughter
wasn’t in his life. That he’d save for a day when this tragedy wasn’t so fresh. “Yes, she
is here in New York, attending Columbia, as a matter of fact,” he supplied with a
father’s pride.
“Wait. She’s old enough to be in college?” Gabriel shook his head. “How the fuck
did you keep a secret like this for so long?”
Keeping Kathryn and Eva’s existence under wraps hadn’t been that hard. But it had
been necessary. “You seem surprised that I could keep a secret, Gabriel.”
“No, it’s not that. But . . .”
Vasily could tell he was still stumped over the news, but time was of the essence. He
could explain the hows and whys once the Baikovs were no longer a threat.
“Her name is Eva. She’s twenty-four. She’ll be returning home to Seattle, where
you’re conveniently based, when she finishes school in a few weeks. Luckily, you
have the freedom and resources to travel back and forth as often as needed until she
graduates. You also have Vincente to step in when you can’t be here.” All the
information Gabriel needed was in the envelope. “Aside from all of this, I want you on
her, Gabriel, because I trust you in a way that I don’t trust many people.” Their eyes
locked, and a deep understanding was shared. “This is my daughter.”
A rare smile tipped up just the corner of the Italian’s mouth. “Okay. And now that
we’ve risked sprouting a pair of D-cups with the sap, let’s move on.”
Vasily did so without hesitation. “Maksim set up what he claims is an untraceable email. I’d appreciate a weekly report detailing her movements—the people she’s with,
places she goes. She doesn’t have a lot of friends and leads a very simple life, so you
won’t be running.”
Gabriel nodded absently as he withdrew an eight-by-ten and a single sheet of paper
from the envelope provided.
Vasily sat up straighter, curious to see how his friend would react once he saw his
daughter.
Gabriel’s nostrils flared slightly as though he’d drawn in a sharp breath. He brought
the photo in for closer inspection, and, just that quickly, his expression closed down
completely. He lifted cold eyes to meet Vasily’s over the top of the photograph. “Not a
lot of friends? This one leads a simple life.” His tone said he didn’t believe it, but he’d
see. “Tell me—does my brother and his fucked-up vendetta against me figure into
this? I’m assuming—since she’s . . . since she looks as she does—you’ve considered
it.”
Of course he’d considered it. He’d also taken into consideration Gabriel’s ability to
remain distanced from his beautiful charge and keep his focus on the task at hand.
“If at some point Stefano gets wind of this, and he targets her despite learning that
she’s my daughter?” Vasily’s blood ran cold. “The consequence of such an action will
10

be severe. To avoid any possible problems, I’d like to warn him off right out of the
gate, but that might draw his attention when he may not take any notice in the first
place. With Vincente in so deep, you’ll instruct him to keep his ears and eyes open so
you can deal before anything gets anywhere near her. Is that clear?”
The retired underboss dropped his attention to the photograph once more, and when
he spoke, a threat was clear in his voice. “I’ll do everything in my power to make sure
no harm comes to your daughter on my watch, brother. You have my word.”
Vasily took the outstretched hand and shook it, comforted to know he’d just
guaranteed his daughter’s safety from anything that dared come at her.
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CHAPTER 2
PRESENT DAY

Eva Jacobs nudged the cab’s door shut with her knee while juggling the awkward
cardboard box full of her friend’s things.
“I’ll just be a minute. Wait, right?” she confirmed, thinking of her suitcase and
carry-on in the trunk.
The gaunt Egyptian nodded eagerly. “To JFK, yes?”
“Yes. I’ll be right back.”
As she turned and crossed the busy Washington Heights sidewalk, her cell rang and
she quickly fished it out of her pocket as she entered Caleb’s apartment building.
“Hey, you,” she greeted her best friend. The display had shown a pic of her and
Nika as they’d sat together on a Starbucks patio last summer. She pressed the cracked
elevator button with her elbow and waited, phone between her ear and shoulder.
“Hey. I have bad news.”
Nika’s subdued voice had Eva’s smile fading. “You can’t come,” she guessed,
shoulders slumping.
“No. Kevin said he made plans for us and can’t change them. He wouldn’t say what,
but apparently whatever we’re doing tomorrow night starts at the same time as the
benefit.”
For as long as Eva could remember, her mother had helped organize the annual
Pediatric Cancer Foundation gala. Two things would be different this year. One,
instead of the Washington State Convention Center, the function would be held at the
Crown Jewel, one of Seattle’s most exclusive hotels. Two, Eva would now be
attending alone. Something she’d hoped Nika would have helped her avoid.
She swallowed a wave of emotion and, as she got into the elevator, forced a
lightness into her tone. “Don’t worry about it. I understand.” She understood that it
wasn’t Nika’s fault that Kevin had a habit of springing sudden plans on her. But only
when those plans would prevent Nika from doing something that didn’t involve him.
And there was no way Eva was inviting Kevin to the gala.
She still found herself struggling to wrap her head around that marriage. After
meeting Kevin Nollan through Nika’s brother, Caleb, she’d always thought him to be
sort of creepy. He was too quiet and always seemed to be staring. Or glaring, in her
case. And in a way that made her hair stand on end, leaving her to wonder what the
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heck he was thinking. It hadn’t helped that his dark eyes had homed in on Nika the
minute she entered the room and wouldn’t leave until she walked out again. But,
apparently, her best friend had seen something in Kevin that no one else did, and she’d
liked it, because she’d called Eva eight months ago and announced the two had gotten
married in Vegas. Eva had been in shock and, after forcing an enthusiasm she was sure
came across as fake as it was, she’d hung up and called Caleb. She wasn’t sure what
his reaction to his sister’s announcement had been when he’d spoken to Nika, but
when Eva had asked what the hell was going on, he’d lost his shit. And when a sixfoot-two biker with a possessive streak a mile long freaked out, it was wise to attempt
to calm him as quickly as possible. To this day, both she and Caleb had a hard time
talking about the couple without the conversation ending in frustration.
“I wish I could come. I know how hard it’s going to be for you.”
The regret in Nika’s voice brought Eva back to their conversation. “Hey. Like I said,
don’t worry about it. I’ll go, spend a little time with my mom’s friends, make a
donation in her name, and then go home. I’ll probably be too tired for much else
anyway since I’ll be unpacking most of the day tomorrow.” Which was true enough.
“I’m glad you guys are going out,” she forced herself to add. Even though “out”
probably meant to the garbage chute in the hallway of Nika and Kevin’s apartment
building, but whatever.
“Yeah,” Nika said with zero enthusiasm. “Are you at the airport?”
“Not yet. I just got to Caleb’s to drop off some stuff he left at my place a while
back. He was supposed to pick it up last night but didn’t show.” So here she was,
delivering Nika’s brother’s crap when she could be performing some sort of closing
ceremony to end her time in New York before heading home to Seattle.
“That’s not like him. I wonder what happened.”
Eva smirked. “One of their biker groupies probably cornered him and he lost track
of time.” Caleb Paynne was never short of female attention. He was great-looking,
with his short dark hair and mischievous espresso eyes. The vest he wore over his
broad shoulders, proudly claiming him as a brother of the Obsidian Devils Motorcycle
Club, put him in the same sought-after category as a minor celebrity.
Having settled into the role of protector early on—his and Nika’s parents were both
taken from them by cancer before Nika had turned eighteen—Caleb’s brotherly, hurtthe-girl-and-you’ll-bleed wing had extended to include Eva. The security he offered
had always been a comfort. Though it had made dating in high school a total
nightmare.
“Maybe you’re right—he must have gotten sidetracked. Tell him to call me, okay?”
Nika said, not sounding convinced. “So what time will you be home?”
“Not until after midnight. Actually, it’ll be after nine your time.” She stepped out of
the decrepit but clean lift and made her way down the threadbare hallway, sandals
snapping. “I’ll take a cab from SeaTac and hopefully see you tomorrow?” If Kevin
allowed it.
“I’ll try to be there early so I can help you clean. If I can get away this afternoon,
I’ll go over and open the house up. It’s going to be stuffy.”
Eva rested the box on the handle of Caleb’s door to give her arms a break. “That’d
be great. Thanks. I can’t wait to see you.” They hadn’t seen one another since Eva’s
mother’s funeral.
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She closed the thought off right there. Couldn’t deal with that right now. It was bad
enough knowing she was going home, which wasn’t really “home” anymore but an
empty, lonely house that she now owned by default. She couldn’t bring herself to think
about why that was.
“Me, too, hon. I’m dying over here without you,” Nika said around a quiet laugh
that sounded forced.
She and Nika had been friends since middle school. Had even attended high school
and Seattle Pacific University together. Nika had gotten a degree in accounting and
headed straight into the workforce after graduation. Eva had waited to specialize, but
once she had, she’d continued on, coming to New York—at her mother’s prodding—to
attend Columbia, where she’d just received her MBA. The accomplishment was an
empty one. She hadn’t even attended her graduation ceremony. She’d thought about it,
wondered if someday she’d regret not going, but in the end she couldn’t imagine
crossing that stage, her classmates looking out into the proud faces of their loved ones,
while she searched in vain for . . . no one. Sure, Caleb would have been there for her,
but her mother wouldn’t have. She was gone forever.
“Listen, I have to go,” she said to Nika, her voice strained now. “I’ll see you in the
morning, ’kay?” She hung up as soon as she heard an agreement and shoved the phone
into her back pocket.
Her lips thinned in annoyance at herself. She had to stop. Yes, it was acceptable to
think about her mom, expected, but not without attempting to push through this part of
the grieving process, or so the grief counselor she’d forced herself to see at school had
said.
Five steps. She’d done the first, denial, refusing to acknowledge that a tragic car
accident had taken her mother’s life . . . until she’d seen the burned-out shell of what
had once been their MINI Cooper. Dental records had confirmed her mother had been
the only one in the vehicle at the time.
Coming back to New York after the funeral, she’d blown through step two, anger,
like a champion, studying for her finals—acing every single one so as not to fail her
mom—while raging at the very fact that this had happened to them. Okay. To her. It
had happened to her, because she was the only one left suffering.
She’d swiftly moved on to check three off the list—bargaining, with God, or any
higher being she’d thought of at the time, offering them all her very life if one of them
would bring back her mom. They hadn’t. And she was still alone. She’d promised to
try harder. But could she have tried harder? Doubtful. It seemed that’s all she’d done
growing up. Tried. To be the perfect daughter. Could she have relaxed and enjoyed the
odd thing, instead of striving for excellence in all she did? And she didn’t mean
excellence, as in doing the best she could. No. That had never been enough for Eva.
When she referred to excellence, she meant excellence. Perfection. Flawlessness. Even
in something as small as making her bed every morning. Had the corners not been
ruler precise, not a wrinkle in sight, would it really have made that big a difference to
her mom? Of course not. But she’d gone the extra mile anyway. Why couldn’t she
have just accepted the unconditional love she’d been given? Had she screwed up or
left her room a mess or disagreed or refused to do as she’d been told, would her
mother have blown up and finally blamed her for the Russian’s defection? Again, no.
Eva’s father, the Russian, the sperm donor, had abandoned them when Eva was only a
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few months old.
She frowned. He’d been on her mind more in the past couple of months than he had
in years. Mainly because she kept wondering if he’d even care that his daughter was
alone in the world now. Probably not. She almost wished she knew more about him.
Almost. But him being Russian and wealthy was it, because other than letting those
two details slip at some point, her mom had refused to speak of him. Eva didn’t even
know his name. And she doubted she ever would.
Which brought her to number four on the list: depression. She was excelling at this
one and was only hoping number five, acceptance, wasn’t far off.
Shaking herself into action with the reminder that the taxi’s meter was ticking
dollars away downstairs, Eva pulled Caleb’s key from her pocket. She unlocked the
door and quietly entered the man cave. She’d spent her fair share of time here during
the past couple of months since Nika’s brother had moved to New York.
She glanced around, taking in familiar leather couches and blackened bike parts
strewn on the tables, the Harley skeleton that was Caleb’s latest project sitting in front
of the balcony doors. She was in the right place.
The problem was, neither one of the two intimidating strangers taking up space
across the room were Caleb. She wouldn’t have thought much of it—most of Caleb’s
friends were intimidating and there was always someone hanging around his place—
except she’d never seen a friend of his so formally dressed. The guy sitting in the
recliner just didn’t have that biker vibe, she was coming to recognize.
She bent and slowly placed the box at her feet. “Good morning,” she offered
politely as her ears strained to pick up any sounds of Caleb in his bedroom or the
bathroom. “Is Caleb here?”
The seated man, who looked to be in his mid- to late thirties, leaned forward. He
was handsome in an Italian gangster sort of way, with his black hair, olive skin, and
chocolaty eyes. But his features held an edge of cruelty that destroyed any feminine
appreciation she might have felt. “You seeing this, Vincente?” he murmured in lieu of
answering her question.
She checked out the man to whom he was speaking and took in sculpted—if rather
sinister—features. His midnight gaze was centered somewhere over her right shoulder.
He had long black hair and wore a leather jacket, beat-up jeans, and heavy boots. All
of which covered a hard, well-kept body.
Gorgeous but scary as hell, Eva decided with a slight shudder she hoped they
missed.
And oddly familiar. Why? She peeked up again to check out the worn black leather,
but she saw no Obsidian Devils MC patch, which would have signified he was one of
Caleb’s brothers she might have seen at the clubhouse.
“Where’s Caleb?” she asked again, trying to ignore the suit now giving her the
once-over. In her periphery, she saw his dark gaze linger a moment too long on her
breasts. She refrained from rolling her eyes, hating such blatant attention from men,
something she’d dealt with most of her adult life. Without even trying, he’d just made
the comfortable jeans and simple black tank she’d thrown on this morning feel
indecent.
“What’s your name, bella?” he asked.
Clearly he was the higher up of the two. Maybe the long-haired guy didn’t talk.
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“Eva,” she supplied. “And you are . . . ?”
Surprising her, he stood and slowly crossed the room, stopping when only a couple
of feet separated them. Up close, his looks were without question good, but there was
something not right about him. His eyes were empty. Fathomless. As though he had no
soul. And, was it her, or had the other guy moved closer as well? Her nape tingled in
warning, but she was too centered on the man in front of her to check.
“I’m Stefano Moretti.”
He announced himself with expectation, as if she should recognize his name. She
didn’t. She also didn’t want to shake the hand he now held out to her. Didn’t want to
touch him at all. But because it would be blatantly rude if she didn’t, she brought one
of her arms from around her waist and instantly felt a score of invisible insects crawl
over her skin when his strong fingers closed around hers. “Nice to meet you, Mr.
Moretti,” she lied, tugging on her hand, shaken and puzzled by the odd light that flared
in his eyes. But he held firm.
“Yes. It is very . . . nice to meet you as well, Eva.”
Oh, God. She tugged again, harder this time, and he released her. Her heart
hammered as she refrained from rubbing her tainted palm down the leg of her jeans.
“Making a delivery this morning?” he asked.
She followed his gaze to the box at their feet. “Yes. I told Caleb I’d drop his stuff
off on my way . . .” Why was she volunteering information here? Caleb would kick
her ass. She and Nika had suffered through more warnings on safety and self-defense
tips than they’d ever remember. He was nothing if not thorough. “Why are you here,
Mr. Moretti?”
“Please, call me Stefano,” he ordered, and with nothing more, returned to his seat.
She glanced at the door behind her. As much as she wanted to bolt, she wouldn’t.
What if they’d done something to Caleb? Nika would never forgive her if she walked
away without at least trying to find out where her brother was. She would never
forgive herself.
She twisted her fingers together to stop the sudden sound of her nails clicking—
stupid habit. “Where is Caleb, Stefano?” she tried once more.
The quiet partner with the long hair, she noted, was still standing motionless behind
the recliner. Actually, not motionless. He was moving. His face anyway. It softened
slightly as he gave her what looked to be an attempted smile that barely curved his
lips. The quick wink that followed confused her. Did she know him? Was he trying to
reassure her?
Or was he attempting to lull her into a false sense of security before the assault?
“If I had to guess where Paynne is,” Stefano surprised her by saying in a bored
voice, “I’d say at the clubhouse. Now, why don’t you sit for a minute? I won’t keep
you long.”
Relief was instant. If they knew about the MC and that Caleb spent a good deal of
his time at the clubhouse, they must know him pretty well. But she still couldn’t stay.
“No. I mean, no, thanks,” she said, striving to be polite. “I have to get to the airport.”
Squatting, she kept them in her periphery as she slipped Caleb’s apartment key inside
a back issue of American Rider that was tucked in beside the old carburetor in the box.
Not that it was necessary—since they were already in the apartment. “With the way
security is these days, I’m cutting it close as it is.”
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“Taking a vacation?” Stefano inquired when she straightened.
“No.”
His lips twitched at her one-word response. As if she was entertaining him.
“Running?”
Her eyes widened. “Running? I have nothing to run from, Mr. Moretti.”
“It’s Stefano. Remember? Maybe you have something to run to,” he then countered.
“Maybe you’re on your way to your lover? It’s all right,” he said when she blanched.
“We’re all adults here. Please, speak freely.”
If she spoke freely, she’d be telling him to fuck off, so she kept her mouth firmly
closed. She wasn’t dumb enough to start a fight with two strange men by herself, even
if they were Caleb’s friends. And like she’d casually blab about something so
personal. More laughable was the very idea that she’d ever run to any man. Pfft. Not
after having witnessed the misery her father had left behind. He’d destroyed her
mother with his desertion.
She hung tight to the resentment that always followed thoughts of her absent father
and allowed the anger to overshadow the grief residing in her chest. “Where I’m
going, and why, is none of your business, Mr. Moretti,” she stated coolly. “What my
travel plans could possibly mean to you, I have no idea. So, I’ll be going.”
A small smile curved Stefano’s lips, as though he’d enjoyed her display of bravado.
She didn’t care. She reached back, clasped the doorknob, and with one twist stepped
back into the hallway, both men never leaving her sight.
Stefano Moretti’s vacant brown eyes watched her until the very last second, his
parting words slithering through the crack of the closing door. “See you soon, Eva
Jacobs.”
Not if I see you first, she thought as she flew toward the stairs, unwilling to wait for
the elevator after such a bizarre exchange. She faltered when his farewell registered.
Eva Jacobs. She hadn’t told him her last name was Jacobs! Oh, God. How the hell had
he known it? Glancing behind her at the still empty hallway, she shoved through the
exit door and rushed down the four flights, phone out, Caleb’s number on the screen.
She hit “Send” and put it to her ear with a shaking hand.
“Hey, Priss. I didn’t expect to hear from you until—”
She cut through Caleb’s familiar rumble, his annoying nickname for her—that had
started with him teasing her about being a Prissy Princess when she was thirteen but
had since been shortened to just Priss—not even registering for once. “Are you aware
there are two men in your apartment?” she asked, knowing Caleb wouldn’t miss the
fear even she could hear in her voice. “Who are they and how do they know me?”
“What! What two men? Are you okay?”
No, she wasn’t. “Other than being confused and largely freaked out, I’m fine,” she
said anyway. “I came by to drop your things off on my way to the airport, and two
men were sitting in your place. The nosey one performing the cross-examination said
his name was Stefano Moretti, and . . .” She shook off the cold shiver that snaked
down her spine and nearly missed a step as she racked her brain for the other man’s
name. She came up blank. “I can’t remember if he mentioned the other guy’s name.”
The silence in her ear stretched out so long she thought the call had been dropped.
“Caleb? Are you still there?”
“Yeah,” he growled. “I’m here. I told you to dump that shit if I didn’t make it over
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last night. Why the fuck didn’t you listen?”
Seriously? He was chastising her for not following orders? “I would have,” she said
through a tight jaw. “But I wanted to give you your apartment key, so I figured I’d
drop everything off since I had some time to spare. I thought you’d be home. I
certainly didn’t expect two goons to be hanging out.” She finally made it to the main
floor and paused, attempting a smile, as an older woman with a yipping poodle passed
her in the foyer.
“They knew me, Caleb,” she continued as she bolted for the front door of the
building, breathing easier once she was outside in the fresh air. “Stefano asked my
name and I told him Eva, but when I was leaving, he said, ‘See you soon, Eva Jacobs.’
I didn’t mention my last name!”
As she yanked open the still-waiting cab’s door and fell onto a seat with zero
springs remaining, she nodded for the driver to go. Caleb’s groan was impatient in her
ear.
“Aw, for fuck’s sake. How many times have I told you not to give out your real
name? You didn’t know these fucking guys—”
“Well, they knew me,” she cut him off, nose immediately out of joint at the yousilly-girl note in his voice. And her giving them her real name was the only thing he
was concerned about? “They would have known I was lying anyway, so it doesn’t
really matter.”
“Yes, it does, Leila,” he insisted, using the stripper name he’d chosen for her to use
as an alias if she ever needed one. “You should have done as I told—”
“Listen,” she interrupted again. If he got started, he’d lecture her right through her
boarding time. “Do you know Stefano Moretti? Why were they in your place?”
After a tense pause, Caleb said, “Moretti heads a big organized crime family.
Anyone who hangs out in our world knows the name. I don’t know him personally, but
he’s been to the clubhouse. Maybe he saw you there or something.”
She frowned at the weak suggestion. He didn’t sound convinced. At all. In fact, he
sounded as if he was humoring her and the very idea wasn’t even a possibility. “If you
don’t know him, why the hell is he in your apartment?”
“I don’t know, Priss. Listen, I’m going to make a few calls and get back to you. Get
your ass to the airport and get on your plane. Go home. You’ll be good there.”
Her mouth dropped open. “What do you mean, ‘I’ll be good there’? Should I be
worried?”
“Not unless you’ve crossed him in some way or owe him money,” Caleb answered
distractedly. “Fuck. I don’t know. Maybe it’s something as simple as he spotted you
around my building and wanted to check you out.”
Okay. That wasn’t comforting. “So he broke into your apartment and waited on the
off chance that I’d show up this morning? Caleb, come on.” She dropped her head to
the back of the seat and stared at the ceiling as a city bus passed by, leaving a trail of
fumes behind on the hot air. Why did it feel like something was going on, but she had
no idea what?
“Let me see what I can find out.” Caleb’s voice was hard. He was pissed, and she
accepted defeat, knowing by that tone that she wasn’t going to get any more out of him
until he’d done some digging. “I’ll call you.”
She sighed, her departure from New York suddenly not something she was
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dreading.
“Fine. I’m going home. The mafia goons are all yours.”

Sitting at his desk, Gabriel Moretti, or Moore as he was now publicly known, lifted his
gaze from his laptop screen to stare out his office window. Cloudy skies over a choppy
Puget Sound went unseen.
“I want your word that you’ll see this through for me.”
“You have it.”
That stupid, stupid affirmative had been a no-brainer. No way could he have refused
Vasily’s request. A daughter. Vasily’s daughter. His friend and mentor’s child who
happened to be a lovely—fucking exquisite—woman. His body reacted as it did every
time thoughts of Eva Jacobs entered his dirty bastard of a mind.
He closed his eyes and sucked in a breath, hating that his stomach was now one big
knot of lust. But goddamn . . . it was understandable considering what she looked like.
He was screwed. And not in a good way. Had been from the moment he’d looked at
that goddamned photograph. And it had only gotten worse, much, much worse, since
he’d seen her in the flesh.
He tipped his head to the side and cracked his neck before settling deeper into his
chair. Any attempts he’d made to smother this obsession had been in vain. After
returning to Seattle seven weeks ago, following his meeting with Vasily, he’d spent a
miserable few days watching the beauty attempt to cope with the staggering loss of her
mother. She’d been destroyed at the funeral. Not surprising, since Kathryn Jacobs had
been the only parent Eva had ever known. And as the days went by, turning into weeks
as she’d returned to college to finish out the semester, Gabriel had followed her back
to New York and watched, falling harder and harder. In lust. With his charge.
How the hell had he not thrown in the towel and approached her? Taken her?
Simple. Eva was Vasily Tarasov’s daughter. And Gabriel held no one on this earth in
a higher regard than that man. Respected no one like he respected the Russian leader
he’d known since he was a kid. A man who’d always been there for him. A man who’d
guided him through the murky waters of the organized crime world in a way his own
father never had—advising him, showing him that there were paths beyond the
crooked, depraved ones many of their associates traveled.
He tossed his pen onto the cluttered desktop and leaned forward to scrub a weary
hand down his face. How would he ever face Vasily again if he were to act on his
primal urges? He’d be breaking golden rule number two on the metaphoric list they’d
always followed. It would obliterate all the trust the man had in him.
Sisters, cousins, even good family friends . . . off-limits. Spectacularly so when it
came to a goddamn daughter, no matter how exceptional she might be.
Straightening, Gabriel pulled back to his desk. He had work to do. This daily merrygo-round head-fuck that Eva was causing him wasn’t going anywhere. It’d be back
tomorrow. Probably later today, he thought, as he once again read the e-mail he’d
been mulling over earlier.
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Along with Ms. Jacobs’s, I’ve attached three other resumes. Let me know who
you choose.
Natalie
He scoffed. Since the position had been created especially for his charge, there was
no choice to make. Ms. Jacobs it was. As TarMor’s very own associate business
manager, whom he’d get to see every day. Up close and personal. Finally get to speak
with, every day. Maybe even touch on occasion. Just a casual brushing of their fingers
as she handed him a contract to sign. Or maybe her sleek, mouthwatering body would
sweep against his as he held a door open for her. And she’d smile . . . as he backed her
up against the nearest wall, peeled away the sexy suit she’d no doubt be wearing, and
did every single dirty thing he’d been dreaming of doing to her for the past seven
weeks.
Yeah. Not happening.
His cell buzzed, and he snatched it from where it sat on top of an article written in
the Seattle Times about a large function being held at the Crown Jewel tomorrow
night.
“Yeah.”
“Hey. You’re not gonna fucking believe this.”
He sat up at the what-the-fuck he could hear in Vincente’s tone. “What.”
“Aw, goddammit,” his friend’s frustrated voice ground out. “Gotta go. Make sure
you talk to Alek.”
Click.
Fuck. Sudden good-byes were nothing new from Vincente. Especially since he
worked with Gabriel’s brother, Stefano, and could be pulled away from a call at any
moment. But this one had sounded important.
Gabriel brought the phone down just as his office door opened. He looked up to see
Jakson Trisko, the left brain of his security team, blocking the view out into the long
hallway with his tightly muscled body.
Over six feet of ex-military badass, Jak was one of the only two in Gabriel’s Seattle
crew that he trusted with Eva’s care. They’d known each other from their New York
days, going all the way back to junior high. After leaving high school without
graduating, Jak had headed off to join the service. After returning more than a decade
later, he’d looked up Gabriel and they’d reconnected. But beneath the arrogant smartass he showed the world, the guy was different. And not just in the scars that now
peppered his body, most notably his face, where a reminder of war started at the top of
his right ear and went in a straight line to the corner of his mouth, no corrective
surgery in sight. In fact, it looked as though he’d been slashed in a back-alley brawl
and had had only enough time to glue the sides of his cheek back together before
heading into the fray again. And with Jak, that would be believable.
But aside from the obvious, the guy was harder now than he’d been before. No
doubt from witnessing his share of horror during his time overseas. Gabriel had hired
him on the spot, and Jak now headed the short list of men whom he knew would have
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