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As the Princess of the Irish-American Mob, there’s no shortage of men ready to help guard and protect me.

Kieran Hayes has been saving me for as long as I can remember. It’s in his blood, and one of the many reasons I fell in love with him. Until my favourite trait became his biggest flaw, making me resent the man I love.

What I wasn’t prepared for was Dare – the man who set my world on fire with just one touch. He saw straight through to my soul and silently demanded my heart from the beginning.

And I didn’t expect Dare to be Demitri Borello – the reason for so many deaths in my family. A man who will take my life the moment he finds out who I am.

Despite it all, I’ll love him until that moment comes.

Don’t miss Blackbird, another powerful romance of love in the darkness from Molly McAdams.


For Sarah.
For finding beauty in the darkest times.


Prologue

Lily

A crippling acceptance washed over me in the split second that seemed to last forever and pass within a beat of my heart.

Because I knew it would end this way, and I’d been foolish to think it wouldn’t.

But given the chance, I’d do it all over again.


Chapter 1

Breathe In. Breathe Out.

Lily

I woke with a grave sense that something was wrong. My mind and ears were alert, but I kept my eyes closed and my body as relaxed as possible. I focused on each breath that filled and fled from my lungs, but as the seconds went on, my breaths turned shallow and started coming faster.

Someone was in my room.

Breathe in. Breathe out.

Breathe in. Breathe out.

It was dark behind my eyelids, too dark for anyone to try to wake me.

Kieran.

The name floated through my mind for merely a second before it was shoved aside by that overwhelming sense of wrongness.

Kieran was silent as the night.

If I’d woken to him, I knew my heart would have been beating wildly in my chest, calling out to the guy who had stolen it at some point in my life. It wouldn’t have been slowing, as if even my heart knew it needed to be silent in those moments.

If it had been Kieran, his dark, complicated presence would’ve filled the room, pressing against me in a way I’d spent years recognizing. Instead, electricity danced across my skin in warning, as if I was standing in the path where lightning was about to strike.

Whoever was in the room with me was attempting to quiet their steps . . . and failing.

The warm summer air blew strands of hair across my face, tickling my lips and nose, but still I didn’t move. Fear flooded my veins as that ominous feeling grew stronger and stronger, my breaths halting when I realized I hadn’t opened the large windows in my room.

“One of the other rooms?” a harsh, masculine voice asked from across my room, the hushed whisper floating over to me on the breeze.

“No,” another deep voice responded. “He said it was in here somewhere.”

My body shook as I fought with myself over what to do. Before I could decide on screaming for someone or remaining silent, a third intruder made my decision for me . . .

Rough, thick fingers trailed from my cheek to jaw, and a raw scream burst from my lungs as my eyes flew open.

The same hand that had gently caressed a split second before promptly slammed down over my mouth, muffling my scream and allowing me to hear the curses and demands now flying from the strangers.

“Shut up!”

“You fucking idiot—”

“We need to go.”

“Goddamn it, I said shut up!”

“—what the fuck did you do?”

“Let’s go!”

Footsteps could be heard pounding down the hall seconds before my door was flung open. The light to my room was turned on, revealing Aric and the three men in my room.

They were in dark jeans and jackets. Their hoods were drawn over their heads and held in place by dark bandanas that covered their chins to just below their eyes. The two standing near the foot of my bed immediately began yelling what sounded like accusations at my brother, but Aric didn’t seem to be hearing them.

He didn’t seem to notice them at all.

A flurry of emotions passed over his face: shock, worry, hesitation, and fear . . . but as his eyes narrowed on the man standing above me, fury replaced all the rest.

I screamed for him against the large hand covering my mouth, but I didn’t know what I was screaming.

Screaming for him to run and get help.

Screaming for him to save me.

Just screaming.

“I said shut up,” the man repeated again, his growl splitting over the shouts in the room.

The hand covering my mouth left briefly, but then connected with my face hard. The force made me bite my cheek and stunned me for long seconds as the metallic taste of blood met my tongue.

My brother tore into the room, shouting for me and shouting at the men, not even stopping when the man closest to him calmly pulled out a gun from the back of his dark jeans.

But he didn’t point it at Aric or at me; it just remained at his side in warning.

My world tilted as a high-pitched ringing filled my ears.

A stain spread rapidly on Aric’s shirt as he finally stumbled to a stop. It was blood red. And it didn’t make sense, and someone was screaming, and they needed to stop.

They needed to help Aric.

Something was wrong with him, but there was so much screaming, confusing my already flooded senses as my world continued to tilt. And Aric was staring blankly at me as I was ripped off my bed by the man who had hit me—a gun in his free hand, raised in Aric’s direction.

Why wasn’t anyone helping him?

The screaming finally stopped, but someone was holding me back—pulling me away. Away from Aric and the safety of the house, toward the large windows. That rough hand was back over my mouth, the arm it was attached to completely oblivious to my clawing at it.

A wet choking noise sounded in the room, and I fought harder—except, I wasn’t sure my arms worked anymore.

Aric.

I couldn’t move.

I couldn’t get to him, and I needed to get to him. He was going to fall!

Aric’s lips moved one last time, but I couldn’t decipher his words as my world darkened.

His knees hit my floor, and suddenly a pair of familiar green eyes were directly in front of my own. Rage and something so terrifying filling them as they locked on the man dragging me away.

Kieran.

Relief slammed into me as darkness wrapped its arms around me like an old friend and pulled me close . . .

I jolted awake, my arms reaching to catch someone who wasn’t there. A sound between a sob and a scream tore through the room before I could choke it back.

My hands slammed down onto the mattress, barely keeping my torso up as my arms shook. My head fell between my shoulders like a dead weight as my breaths rushed from me mercilessly. Each strained breath sounded like an inverted scream as I tried to force the memories from my mind.

Within seconds the door to the bedroom burst open, slamming against the wall. The sound followed Beck’s frantic voice. “Lily!”

I opened my mouth to respond as my best friend rushed around, looking for a threat, but I only managed another pained cry as everything crashed into me again and again.

Hooded figures that used the dark to their advantage.

Red stains on his shirt and my carpet.

Lifeless eyes.

Lines and circles. Always lines and circles.

“I’m fine,” I finally forced out, my words shaky and directed at the bed. “I’m . . . I’m fine.”

“Jesus fuck, Lil.” Exhaustion crept through his tone. “You scared the living hell out of me.” He sat near me on the bed and placed a hand on one of my arms, but I jerked away from his touch.

“Don’t,” I pled. “Don’t . . . just don’t.”

“Lil,” he began softly but didn’t try to reach for me again. “Do you need me to get in touch with Kiera—?”

“No, don’t.” It felt like I’d shouted my plea, but I wasn’t sure if Beck had even heard my whispered words. “He’s working. He can’t—just don’t contact him.”

“You think work would keep him from you if you needed him?” Beck asked with a hint of amusement, but worry was still in his tone.

Kieran had been saving me for as long as I could remember. Whether from spiders and other crawling insects, or from men who tried to steal me in the night . . . saving me had been his life’s mission. It was in his blood.

It was one of the many reasons I’d fallen in love with him.

But my favorite trait of his had become his biggest flaw over the last few years, and I hated that it had come to this. Hated that I now resented him for being who he was.

Because he loved me, and my heart ached for the love we’d had, but he was a warrior through and through. And ever since that night Aric died, those instincts had slowly enveloped Kieran’s love for me, until they were all he knew.

Save Lily.

Protect Lily.

Hide Lily.

Cage Lily.

And one word from Beck would have him running home to save me, but I needed this time alone.

I needed to process the grief and pain the nightmarish flashbacks always brought with them, and process the piece of that night I’d remembered. And I couldn’t do that with him here—not when his presence felt so suffocating.

“One of the other rooms?”

“No. He said it was in here somewhere.”

A chill crept up my spine, adding to the trembling of my body as I remembered the men’s words.

“Lil?” Beck prompted.

I gritted my teeth against the pain that felt so fresh, and instead of answering his question, whispered, “It’s been four years.”

He didn’t need to ask what I was referring to. Every year, the anniversary of Aric’s death hung like a dark, menacing cloud above the Holloway Estate as the date loomed closer.

“Four years . . . Christ. I still remember it all like it just . . .” Beck shifted on the bed and was silent so long I didn’t think he would continue. When he did, his tone was hesitant, as though he wasn’t sure he should say what he thought. “If you should be thankful for anything in your life, it’s that you weren’t there to see Kieran the day they lowered those two caskets in the ground. It didn’t matter that your casket didn’t hold your body. It didn’t matter that we all knew you were safe . . . hidden. You hadn’t said a word in nearly five days, and no one could get you to eat. To Kieran, you were in that casket, because the girl he loved was gone. He lost it. I have no doubt he would’ve killed every single one of us to get to the Borellos and avenge your deaths if your dad hadn’t grabbed a shovel and knocked Kieran out cold.”

My grief was momentarily replaced with shock from his words. My gaze snapped to Beck, but he wasn’t looking at me. His stare was distant as his head shook.

“I’ve seen men who have nothing left to live for, but I’ve never seen anything like that. Never seen a man lose it the way he did. He looked wild, completely out of control as if he would take the entire world down with him without blinking. But for that to be Kieran?” Beck blew out a slow breath that bordered on a whistle.

I understood why Beck was having such a difficult time grasping what had happened those years ago, even if he’d been there to witness it.

Kieran was calm. Kieran hardly reacted to anything.

He’d slit your throat with a blank expression and then walk away as though you’d just finished a pleasant conversation.

Then again, you couldn’t expect anything less of the man who’d trained to be an assassin from the day he took his first steps.

The only time I’d witnessed any form of fear and anguish from him had been on that night . . .

“Why didn’t you tell me before now?”

“What, you expected me to tell you when it happened?” He huffed. “By the time you could’ve handled knowing, there was no point bringing it back up. But now?” He hiked a shoulder up before letting it fall. “With the day here, and you waking up screaming . . . I don’t know. I guess I wanted you to know that you aren’t the only one who still struggles with what happened.”

If I hadn’t felt so physically exhausted, I would’ve laughed. But the thought of Kieran struggling with anything was still enough to make my eyes roll as I sat back so I could rub my head.

Beck suddenly caught my chin in his fingers, pulling me close. “Do you blame Kieran? Is that why you don’t want me to get hold of him?”

My shoulders hunched. All the air in my lungs rushed out as if his words had been a physical blow. “Of course not.”

“Because he does, Lil. Every fucking day.”

“What?” I asked, the word nothing more than a breath.

“He lost his best friend, and a huge part of the girl he loved, all because he wasn’t fast enough that night.”

“But—but Kieran hadn’t even been in the house when everything began,” I argued. “You know that! He heard—”

“It doesn’t matter. What actually happened and whatever you might say . . . it doesn’t matter to him. And to the rest of us? To your dad? It doesn’t matter that Kieran was able to save you. Nothing matters when the Borellos still killed and tried to abduct the last remaining O’Sullivan kids.”

“I know what happened, Beck,” I gritted out. “I was there.”

He grimaced, letting silence stretch between us before he gently continued. “You’re the goddamn princess of the Irish-American mob, Lil. You’re the last chance your dad has to keep O’Sullivan blood running through the Holloway Gang. We had to fake your damn death. And, yeah, you’re still here, but you’re different now. You’ve changed. I see it . . . he sees it. Because of that? Kieran’s going to blame himself for not being able to stop them that night. You can’t expect him not to.”

A flash of longing and resentment flared inside me, and I wanted to say that I wasn’t the only one who’d changed. Instead, I nodded subtly as I climbed off the bed, squeezing his hand as I did. “No, I guess I can’t. Go back to bed, Beck. Sorry I woke you.”

I turned toward the large bay window and walked over to sit on the window seat where I spent most of my time when trying to escape the world I’d been born into, or the nightmares that plagued me because of it.

I hugged one of the throw pillows close to my body and rested my head against the cool glass as I looked across the grounds toward the house I’d grown up in. The massive structure looked haunting in the grey, pre-dawn sky. My eyes automatically found the window of my old room, and their voices played through my mind again . . .

“One of the other rooms?”

“No. He said it was in here somewhere.”

“Lil?”

I glanced over my shoulder to see Beck’s brow pinched as he studied my position. “You sure you don’t want me to get him?”

“I’m sure.”

He nodded slowly, and I knew he was trying to decide whether or not to listen to me. “See you in a few hours.”

I lifted the corners of my mouth in a faint smile before looking back to the windows of my old room, replaying the memory over and over.

Every time, wondering who he was.

Every time, getting caught on the fact that my brother hadn’t looked surprised to see the Borello men there.

And every time, wondering why I had never noticed that before.


Chapter 2

Heartless Bastard

Lily

Walking into that room hours later was the worst homecoming I’d ever experienced. I hadn’t set foot in there since the night I’d woken up to find members of the Borello family standing inside it.

I’d stayed in different rooms for a while . . . Kieran’s. The library. If Beck or Conor were working, I snuck into their rooms in Soldier’s Row on the other side of the property to sleep. Anywhere so long as I didn’t have to be in the room that had been the source of my nightmares until Kieran, Beck, and I had moved into the guesthouse.

Nothing had changed except for the carpet, and an odd sense of nostalgia filled my chest before I began trembling violently.

Because not three feet from where I was standing was where Aric had fallen to the floor.

And just across the room was where I had been. A man dragging me away before Kieran had ended his life.

All of it played out on a twisted loop as I watched from the doorway. And I couldn’t stop it.

“One of the other rooms?”

“No. He said it was in here somewhere.”

I swallowed thickly, forcing down the bile that rose in my throat, and shut my eyes as I tried to remember those words over and over again.

So many places something could be hidden, and I had no idea what they’d been looking for.

Half an hour later, I was sitting on the floor of my closet, somewhat relieved that I hadn’t found anything in my room for the Borellos to find, despite wishing I had.

I’d wanted to find a reason for that night to have happened at all. To know they hadn’t been there by mistake, and he’d died for absolutely nothing.

Their words had felt so crucial when I’d woken to them early this morning, like I’d needed to hear them. But I was starting to wonder if that little piece I’d been given had been real at all. If any of the new pieces during my nightmares were real, or just what my subconscious created over time.

I climbed to my feet and took one last look inside the empty closet, then turned to leave.

My gaze shifted to my feet as I shut the closet door, desperately trying not to linger on places that triggered a cold sweat and images I saw far too often.

I took quick steps away from the closet and had just reached the dresser when something caught my eye, and I slowed.

Backing up a few steps, I looked behind the dresser from my new angle, studying the way the baseboard seemed to be hugging the wall instead of attached to it.

I pushed the dresser a few inches away so I could drop to my knees behind it, and quickly reached for the piece of baseboard.

My heart thundered when the wood easily fell away at my touch, and I forced myself to take steadying breaths when I saw the sheetrock had been cut out from behind it.

I knew from the chill that gripped at my spine this was what they’d been looking for that night.

And I hated him—whoever he was. For putting me in danger by using my room. For leaving something there for those men to find. For letting Aric die.

I hated all of them.

“One of the other rooms?”

“No. He said it was in here somewhere.”

My hand shook as I reached inside, but my hope died and heart sank as I searched and searched and came up empty.

I sat back on my heels and stared at the empty hole in my wall as that night continued to torture me—silently begging for something to appear. When minutes passed and nothing in the room changed, I placed the baseboard back and stood. After shoving the dresser back into its place, I quickly left the room, my eyes closed tight in a vain attempt to shut out the never-ending nightmares playing in my mind.

I’d only made it down a few halls when I heard my name called out, and I reluctantly stopped. Forcing all of my hatred for the man who belonged to that voice away from my expression, I turned to face my dad.

Mick O’Sullivan. Mickey to those closest to him—to those who used the darkness of the world to conceal their sins.

CEO of an empire.

Boss of the Holloway Gang.

Heartless bastard.

“What are you doing coming from the rooms?” Before I could respond, he stalked toward me. “Let’s go. Meeting is starting.”

“But I—”

“Come on, Princess,” he said as he passed me. He turned, his million-dollar smile on display.

A smile that could charm almost anyone. Almost.

He was in his early forties—my parents had been teenagers when they’d had the twins, and then me—but you wouldn’t know it looking at him. Men Mickey’s age only looked the way he did when they were on the silver screen.

Or if they’d sold their souls to the devil.

With his looks and smooth words, he could lure the purest hearts to do the darkest deeds, all with that smile on his face.

It was why no one had batted an eye when he’d killed the old boss and taken his place twenty years ago. People fell over themselves to work for him.

“This is all going to be yours one day,” he continued, his deep voice booming throughout the large hall, as if he was trying to sell me on the idea. “You need to sit in on as many of these as you can. You can’t expect Kieran to run it all by himself.”

But Kieran wasn’t supposed to run this world.

Then again . . . neither was I.

We’d had plans and made promises—promises he’d broken years ago.

My dad’s smile abruptly vanished when I didn’t move or respond, and a look entered the ice-blue eyes identical to mine. “Lily,” he demanded in a low, even tone.

He was done being nice. Done pretending to care.

I walked in his direction without a word, then followed him to the meeting.

Of the dozen or so men that worked for Dad and Kieran and still spoke to me, only a few mumbled quiet hellos as I walked into the room behind my dad, still unsure how to handle being near me on this day even after four years.

If I was allowed to come and go around the property, I was sure it would be different.

There wouldn’t be weighted silences that fell over rooms when I walked into them, or the worried stares that accompanied it. Wondering if I was okay but too afraid to ask.

There wouldn’t be the uncomfortable waves of tension from the rest of the men—the ones who would rather I’d actually been in the ground than locked away on the back of the property. Some because they felt my presence was a risk to their lives. Others because they would’ve followed Aric to their deaths, and they blamed me for living just as my mom had.

There wouldn’t be the slanted glares as their anger boiled just beneath the surface, waiting for a time when they could repay me for the unfair card they felt had been dealt to them.

But to touch me would evoke a wrath not one of them could survive.

And they respected Kieran as much as they feared him.

I took a seat between Beck and his younger brother, Conor, as they spoke to the guys next to them, and looked blankly ahead waiting for the meeting to start.

“No girls allowed,” someone jeered from the other end of the room.

A few of the other guys laughed mockingly, but not nearly as many as usual when I sat in on the meetings.

Even the ones who had come to hate or fear my presence couldn’t forget what today was. Couldn’t forget they’d lost the man they’d readily followed—some even above my dad.

Both Conor and Beck tensed beside me but didn’t say anything. They knew not to after all these years.

I gave no indication that I’d heard them at all. They liked it when I responded, and I didn’t want to give them anything to like.

“Ah, give it a rest. That got old years ago,” one of my dad’s men said with a groan. “She doesn’t know where she is anyway. Lily.” He exaggerated my name, smacking the table in time with the syllables. “Look at her . . . Nightshade’s fucked her stupid. Her pretty little head is so full of air she doesn’t even know her own name anymore.”

Beck’s chair shot back as he stood, his hands fisted as he slammed them on the table. But before he could say a word, my dad laughed long and loud.

“Well, fuck me. I’m gonna have a hell of a time replacing you when Kieran catches wind of that comment.”

I let my eyes flit in the man’s direction for only a second to see him pale and sink into his chair before I looked blankly at the wall again.

Bailey. He’d been with Holloway nearly as long as Mickey, and was just as devoted to the gang and what they stood for.

But Aric’s death had changed so much more than some would ever understand.

With Mom turning into a shell of herself after the death of Aric’s twin, Aiden, and then leaving to live with her family about a year ago, a couple of the families who had been in the mob for generations thought Mickey was losing his hold on the gang. Now Bailey and his son Finn were just waiting for one more thing to go wrong. One more thing to loosen the grip my dad had on Holloway before they could slip in and try to take it from him.

Their greed had grown too great over the years for them to realize that Mickey was three steps ahead, just waiting for Bailey and Finn to present the perfect opportunity to be taken out.

And with that one comment, Bailey had started a ripple effect that couldn’t be stopped. Now he was being held above open water, dripping blood, and Mickey was going to let him bleed before he attacked.

“Anyone have a problem with Lily being here?” Mickey called out.

His tone rang with false concern. Something about the sincerity called out to them, begging them to tell him their problems. It was one of the reasons he was such a good leader. His ability to be anyone they needed him to be. But there was a razor edge to his voice that warned what would happen if they ever gave him the wrong answer, ever disappointed him.

When he spoke again, that razor was all that was left, and it sliced through the room like a threat. “That’s what I thought.”

I could feel every one of the men’s stares as my dad began the meeting, but I forced myself to maintain my façade. Forced myself not to show any hint I’d been paying attention or knew their eyes were on me.

Truth was, my mom and I were the only women allowed in this room. But she’d been so lost in bottles of whiskey even before Aric died that she’d stopped coming long before I was old enough to sit in on the meetings.

As it was, I only came when I wasn’t given an option, and I did the same thing every time.

Maintained a blank stare. Never let a word leave my lips.

Dad had called me out a few times afterward, telling me I needed to start paying attention and participating if I wanted to gain the men’s respect before I took over.

Beck often elbowed me to make sure I was awake.

And whispers floated around the room whenever Kieran was out—which was most meetings.

“You think they drug her?”

“Fucking zombie.”

“How much you wanna bet she’ll drool?”

“Why’s she here at all?”

“She should go back to her fucking sanctuary.”

But it didn’t matter what they said. It didn’t matter what they thought. Because people often said things they normally wouldn’t when they thought you weren’t listening, and I knew I’d heard more than I was ever supposed to.

Like Bailey and Finn’s plan.

Every bit of information kept tucked away for when I would need it.

“Be strong and relentless,” my mom had always said. “Look fragile, but never act it. Be a viper disguised as a lamb, and you’ll never lose their loyalty.”

If only she were around to see me now.

Mom had trained me from a young age . . . not just how to be the princess of the mob, but how to rule it. Because I hadn’t just grown up in this life, I’d been groomed to stay in it.

Kieran and I had been inseparable for as long as I could remember, and everyone had known we would remain that way. To them, it couldn’t have been a more perfect match.

Before his death, Kieran’s dad, Georgie, had been Mickey’s advisor long before Kieran became the hired assassin, and earned a revered reputation all on his own. And it had never been a secret that Kieran would be Aric’s advisor when he finally took over.

When Aric died, Mickey had forced Kieran to take his place as Underboss.

With his title and mine, we were supposed to be the unstoppable couple.

Except I’d always hated this life and had wanted to get far from it. Something only Kieran had known.

Late at night over the years, he’d slid soundlessly into my bed and pulled me close, his lips at my ear as he built our future with words and dreams, promising a life away from this place—far from the mob.

But those promises to run kept getting delayed until they were broken, and I watched as I slowly lost Kieran to the same world that had stolen my brothers from me.

Ever since, all I’d wanted was to take this world and watch as it was destroyed.

So I’d ignored every piece of advice my mom had given me, and I waited for my chance.

Blank stare. Lips closed.

The air in the room grew heavy seconds before my dad laughed, low and threatening. “Well, if my day wasn’t just made because you walked in. Wasn’t sure if you’d make it. Wasn’t sure if some people wanted you to.”

I didn’t need my dad’s words. I didn’t need to look. I’d already known he’d walked into the room.

He was silent as the night, but I knew the man who had just slipped into that room.

I’d spent most of my life trying to match my heartbeat to his, trying to memorize the way the room felt when he was in it, all so I would know when he was near.

He settled himself against the wall opposite me, and I fought back the surprise and heartache that threatened my bored expression at seeing him there.

At seeing him at all . . .

But his light green eyes never once met me, and they were so, so cold as he stared down at the man sitting just two feet in front of him.

Kieran folded his arms across his chest, the picture of ease. But the heaviness in the room and the look on his destructively handsome face gave away everything he was feeling, everything he was thinking, as he glowered at Bailey.

He dipped his chin, his tone lethal when he ground out, “Continue.”

I allowed myself a quick glance at Beck to see him fight back a smile just before my dad burst out laughing.

“Someone had your days numbered,” Mickey taunted. “Pray Nightshade doesn’t find you . . .” He let the haunting threat trail off, not attempting to hide his enjoyment watching the man squirm.

I forced myself to stare at the wall, but I could hear the nervousness in Bailey’s voice when he stuttered, “Didn’t mean nothin’ by it, Kieran.”

Mickey feigned a sigh. “Like I said . . . gonna have a hell of a time replacing you. Let’s finish this so we can enjoy the show that’s sure to follow.”
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