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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            CHARLES

          

        

      

    

    
      Charles Duffy had always prided himself on his imagination. The ability to see unusual plays in a boardroom—the ones that might solve problems.

      But Charles was better at seeing the problems he could create. Which shareholders could be swayed, how to pit brother against brother through selective disinformation, how to sow doubt with carefully orchestrated news stories. So long as the O’Connors tried to keep him on the outside, chaos was the name of the game.

      A frigid winter breeze sighed against his back, ruffling his thick black hair, making his trench coat billow around his six-foot-five frame. Icy rain peppered his arms. But Charles barely noticed. His gaze was locked on the plate-glass window. Exploitable loopholes existed in his personal life, too, but their effectiveness would soon be put to the ultimate test.

      The bar inside was dimly lit, though far brighter than the street where he stood. The long wall of mirrors behind the bar doubled the bottles and casks, turned the single bartender into a twin. Reds and golds and blues twinkled from the row of Christmas lights stretched tight across the top of the shelving unit—leftovers from the holidays the month prior. Similar lights were strung beneath the grand piano, the instrument tucked into an alcove in the far corner as if to ensure the hired help would not be the center of attention.

      As if anything could compete with Genevieve.

      Her amber eyes were brighter than the lights. Even the faint glimmer off of her high cheekbones, her thin, straight nose, the sharpness of her chin were vibrant in the mirrored wall.

      He inhaled deeply like a wolf scenting prey, memories of her filling his sinuses—apricot with a subtle rosemary undertone. He’d been hooked the first time he’d gotten close enough for that aroma to cloy in the back of his throat, near enough to hear the soft, warm cadence of her voice.

      Who was he kidding? He’d been hooked from the first time he saw her.

      He’d been sitting in his Bentley in front of The Green Fork, waiting for his driver to get lunch. He couldn’t remember the man’s name a year and a half later; every position in his home was strictly temporary.

      But her… how he’d wanted her to stick around. She was tall with hourglass curves that swayed as she walked down the steps of the library next door, dark hair in a braid down her back. His mouth had been watering by the time his driver returned, and it had nothing to do with lunch.

      The only thing that had stopped him from leaping out of the car and approaching her right then was his ex-wife’s voice echoing in his head: You’re too intense, Charles. No woman can live up to your twisted fantasies.

      And later, as she signed the divorce papers: You’re a stalker. You’re a monster. Get some help.

      He’d never tried to hurt Anne—he’d just wanted her to wake his body up, make him feel something other than numb. It hadn’t worked, perhaps because he’d only married her to check a box. But he’d sure felt something when his father hired Anne to head their corporate legal team before the ink on their divorce paperwork was dry. Then his ex had married into the family again by exchanging rings with his half-brother, John O’Connor. Anne was more a part of O’Connor Media Enterprises than he was.

      But not for long.

      He exhaled, focusing his gaze on the plane of Genevieve’s shoulder. He could almost feel her soft, pliable flesh beneath the tips of his fingers, the pale curve of her throat under his palm—blood pulsing against his fingertips as she moaned his name.

      His cock stiffened.

      For months after seeing her in that parking lot, he’d savored every chaste sighting at her lunch spots, around her apartment, at work… until the day he’d turned the corner at the end of the library aisle to find Genevieve standing there with her arms crossed, the hint of a smile on her full lips.

      She’d asked him to lunch. He’d asked her to dinner. And for six months, they’d spoken about novels and food, the places he’d traveled, the places she dreamed of going. They’d gone to the opera, his choice, and the carnival—hers. She’d squealed on the rickety carnival Spin Out, and he’d wondered if she screamed like that when she fucked.

      He had no idea. Genevieve had teased him, ground against him through their clothes, let their tongues dance, but she’d never so much as removed her shirt. And oh, how he’d enjoyed the chase.

      Eventually, he’d need to bury himself in her sweet pussy, fuck her mouth, make her come on his face. And then… would this feeling disperse? Or worse, would the monster he was holding back emerge with gnashing teeth, escalating the game?

      He shook the thought aside. There were plenty of women who thought they could fulfill his fantasies—they’d been willing during his marriage. He’d refused them all. Charles Duffy was a lot of things: bastard son of a billionaire media mogul, an outcast, and yes, a stalker. But he was not a cheater. And though he could have his pick of women who’d marry him for money, Charles didn’t want just anyone.

      With Genevieve, he had leverage. More than that, he knew what it was to be trapped in a boring, loveless marriage. Loveless was one thing—he was not stupid enough to believe he deserved love—but boredom was too much. He’d settle for her nearness and raw, desperate submission—he was offering the deal of a lifetime.

      Movement inside the bar brought him back. Genevieve raised one slender finger and gestured to the bartender. A martini, dirty.

      He’d proposed to Genevieve after six months together. He’d been drunk, watching the sky from the hood of her truck, her fingertips tracing his ribs. He regretted the words the moment they’d left his lips. But she’d said yes. He leaped up and called the attorneys to draw up paperwork. She signed, then went home to pack her things. The next morning, his brother called to ask about the engagement announcement. Charles hadn’t been able to stop smiling.

      Then she vanished. He called her all day. He went to the library only to find that she’d quit. She moved out of her apartment, too.

      For weeks, he’d locked himself in his house, brooding. He’d been so careful with her—hadn’t even fucked her. His addiction to her presence, the chase alone, fed the same monster that Anne had come to be frightened of. And he’d scared Genevieve off anyway.

      There was no hope for him. He was broken—unfixable. What more did he have to lose?

      Nothing. And he had everything to gain. This was a means to an end, the completion of something set in motion months ago. He had the paperwork already—her signature on the dotted lines.

      Genevieve didn’t know how to play games, not the way he did. His investigators had no issue tracking her down at her new apartment. Her new librarian job. Her new life.

      Still, he’d waited until the time was exactly right—nearly a year now. How surprised had she been to see his note beneath her door earlier this week? How long had she debated before agreeing to meet him?

      Her shoulders tensed, the curvature of her spine shifting just so as she turned her head to look over her shoulder. But she couldn’t see him here in the shadows.

      She pulled her braid around to the front, showing more of her shoulder, jutting out sharply in a way that made him want to lick it—bite it. His mouth watered, the same way it had the day he’d first laid eyes on her.

      Yes, it was time. Months of planning, pondering—of writing his own set of rules. Months of creating the exact set of circumstances to bring this to fruition.

      She’d signed her life away to him once. Agreed, on paper, to marry him. She put out a press release.

      Then she vanished. Humiliated him. Turned him into a headline, then a punchline. The least she deserved was to be forced to live up to the promises she’d made.

      He had a plan. And if it failed… he had another.

      He was going to make her his. In a few hours, she would be Mrs. Charles Duffy, whether she liked it or not.

      And she’d never see it coming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            GENEVIEVE

          

        

      

    

    
      The glare from the lights in the bar obscured the street, reflecting the interior, but she could still feel his eyes on her, the tiny hairs on her neck pricking like needles. Genevieve remained still, focused on the barkeeper and the row of bottles along the wall. She couldn’t let him know she felt him—that he bothered her.

      Powerful men like Charles Duffy generally responded one of two ways when they saw a pretty woman: they strutted around, pretending to ignore them, assuming they’d be too irresistible to walk away from, or they approached with a cocky smile and a pickup line. Either way, they assumed it would end with sex, and for the most part, they were right. Profound wealth meant you usually got what you wanted.

      But Charles had done neither of those things. Instead, he started stalking her—first standing outside the library, then pretending to look through the books, then lurking in the alley beneath her bedroom window. Sneaky—but not sneaky enough. It was proof that he was exactly the kind of monster she needed to punish.

      And despite his persistence, Charles had only ever seen what she wanted him to. He just knew he’d accidentally run into her at the end of the book aisle, then covered his ass by requesting a copy of Jane Eyre. That was how she knew he’d followed her on social media—that was where she’d posted a reel from the library, raving about that book.

      But Genevieve wasn’t a fan of Jane Eyre. She loved a good horror novel, complete with a vicious level of justice. She watched the Freddy Krueger movies and rooted for the claws. Charles’s obsession had always felt like something she could use.

      He didn’t know who she was. He had no idea that her father had worked for his. He never suspected she’d taken that job at the library beside his favorite lunch spot because he was low-hanging fruit after his divorce. He certainly never guessed how she’d fallen into library sciences in the first place. It was an excellent career path for someone who needed strong research skills to solve a mystery—a murder.

      The hairs along her spine were still bristling—he was still watching.

      She adjusted the strap on her little black dress. Too thin for the weather—she’d thrown her long coat over the stool—but the chill was worth it. Charles had a thing about shoulders. She suspected he liked to take his women from behind, like dogs, but she’d never even let him peek at her nipple—she hadn’t needed to. That had surprised her more than anything else.

      She reached around and drew her braid to the front of her left shoulder, cocking her head, giving him all the skin she could manage under the circumstances, then gestured to the bartender—one more. The woman nodded, and busied herself dropping a pair of olives into the glass, covering them with olive brine and water instead of vodka—a request that had initially earned a raised eyebrow. The vermouth was real, but the bartender didn’t stop when it reached the rim. Genevieve blinked, watching alcohol drip over the edge, a shining amoeba growing across the counter. The woman wasn’t even looking at the glass.

      Genevieve frowned and followed the bartender’s gaze to the alcove in the corner. Her heart stuttered. The music began a moment later, a melancholy tune—Chopin.

      Charles hadn’t come to sit beside her at the bar, not like most men would have. She’d spent years studying how rich men behave, especially the O’Connor family, but she’d never been quite right about Charles Duffy. She’d thought that with a smirk and a loosened tie, he’d try to lure her into the kind of sexual encounter he was used to—one where he gave orders, where women begged for his dick. She’d laughed at the thought of fucking him then.

      But a month into their relationship, she was as intrigued as she was hateful. By two months, she’d begun to question her motives—whether there was a better way to accomplish her goals. And by three months, she was terrified that she might actually want him as much as she hated him. When he’d proposed at six months, she’d been as shocked by her answer as she was by the fact that he had asked.

      But she couldn’t just marry him—not a man like Charles. She might have been wrong about some things, but she was positive that he needed the chase more than the vows—his obsession fueled him. And as with his business dealings, he needed to believe he was manipulating the situation to his advantage, his goal always just out of reach to keep him hungry. He needed to want her and not be able to have her.

      And now he did. Desperately. He’d surely been dreaming about her for the last year. She’d certainly been thinking about him. Which would make this even more delicious.

      She cocked her head, watching his fingers fly over the ivories. He knew he was sexy—a billionaire with talent. Moody and dark, the kind of guy fathers hate. Her father would definitely have hated him. And so did she.

      He was her enemy—had been for fifteen years, though he had no idea.

      And she was going to destroy him.

      He glanced up from the piano. His eyes met hers. Her mouth went dry, but rage swirled through her chest, her blood fiery. A second heartbeat pulsed between her legs.

      Genevieve preferred sex fueled by hate, emotions so powerful they demanded a physical outlet. The first boy she screwed had been an ex who cheated on her. She’d fucked him, made him beg her to take him back, and left him crying in the bathroom.

      Love was a sure path to pain, one that left you bloody and maimed in places no one else could see. But power? That got her off. And power over a powerful man was something else altogether.

      She wasn’t surprised to receive his invitation this week—a hand-delivered note at her new apartment. Though she was surprised it had taken so long. She’d always known he’d come after her—that eventually, they’d end up exactly where they were now. The night he proposed, she hadn’t signed those papers accidentally or without forethought, though that was surely what he assumed.

      Genevieve lifted her mostly virgin martini from the countertop—the bartender had gotten her shit together—and brought it to her lips, eyes locked on Charles, watching his deft fingers stroke the keys. She could hear his voice in her head, a smooth, growly bass.

      Their first date—lunch, not dinner to keep him in his place—he’d called her Vive. She’d ignored him until he addressed her properly. She didn’t answer to Vive or Gen or Genny. She’d never respond to baby or sweetheart or honey.

      Only Genevieve.

      Charles turned his face her way, his smoldering gaze making her heart race. She forced a breath into too-tight lungs. She was no stranger to obsession, but Charles had always looked at her like he wanted to chunk her up and eat her alive. Most men had fantasies of domination, but Charles had some deeper pull within him—something darker. She hated that she wanted to know what it was.

      But she knew better than anyone that pleasure was nothing more than the ability to mold your bodily responses to your will—to convert power into ecstasy. So when she let her lips curl into a slow smile, she meant it.

      First she’d make it fun. Then she’d make it hurt.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            CHARLES

          

        

      

    

    
      Charles sat in the corner of the bedroom, fingers steepled in front of his lips—very supervillain. He felt like a villain, and not the super kind, but he didn’t regret what he’d done. Because Genieve was here. Right where she should have been all along.

      The sun cast stark shadows against his silk bedspread, curving over the delicate lines of her flesh. She was still wearing the little black dress she had on last night, but through the thin sheet, he could imagine every inch of her as he had hundreds of times over the last year. The curve of her full hip, the triangular thatch of hair between her legs, the tiny puckered nubs of her nipples, the xylophone of her ribs. He could feel the warm swell of her ass against his palm.

      But that wasn’t what kept his gaze locked on her. She always slept like the dead—no, that wasn’t it. She slept like she wasn’t afraid. Anne had slept with one eye open after she’d found out who he really was. Tense, on edge, always on the verge of waking if he so much as coughed.

      He dragged his gaze over Genevieve’s arm to the hollow of her throat. He’d only watched her sleep one other time. A few months into their relationship, he’d gone to her apartment uninvited after a miserable board meeting where his half-brother Desmond had made it clear that Charles’s opinion on the company—on his fucking birthright—was irrelevant. She hadn’t said a word, had fallen asleep on the couch with one arm thrown over his chest. He’d stared at the ceiling until dawn, just listening to her breathe.

      Was that when he’d first considered marrying her? Perhaps. Or maybe it had been one of those nights on the hood of her truck, the stars spread out like salt on a black sea. Watching her innocent pleasure at merely existing. Imagining what that might feel like.

      A tiny plip made him glance at the crystal bowl on the end table. The brilliantly blue Siamese fighting fish was handsome… but alone. If he put anything else in that tank, the fish would battle until his fins were torn off—until he was floating and bloated on top of the water.

      Charles sniffed. When Genevieve had accepted his proposal, she hadn’t meant that yes the way normal people do as they pledge their lives to one another—she didn’t really know him, not any more than Anne had when she’d married him.

      But his was a business arrangement, plain and simple. And she was smart enough to see that.

      “Ohhhhhh…”

      Her moan drew his attention to her face. Her eyes were still closed, her thick lashes fluttering. Was she dreaming? If so… was it about him? Surely not—she was probably living in the world of Jane Eyre or Pride and Prejudice. Sitting by a creek at sunset, a rich baron drawing near in his carriage, the mere sight of her stopping him in his tracks.

      That was the allure of those books, wasn’t it? The ability to absorb the power of those around you—to hypnotize them with the flutter of an eyelash. But whatever scenes were playing out behind her eyelids, he could give her more.

      Soon, O’Connor Media Enterprises would be his.

      His father’s company was a multi-billion-dollar media conglomerate, but Charles and the other Duffy siblings were illegitimate bastards, locked away from public view with their “stripper mother,” as his father had called her. But despite this, he carried his father’s first name. He wasn’t a junior, he still had his mother’s last name, Duffy, but no father passed along his first name without having plans for a child. And despite their illegitimacy, each of the three Duffy children had a single voting share, same as the five O’Connors.

      And when his father’s “legitimate” children had stopped listening to him, when Desmond O’Connor had staged a coup and taken over as CEO, Charles suddenly had his father’s ear. A few months later, his father was dead.

      And that had changed everything.

      His father’s will gave an additional voting share to those of his children who got married, another two shares for each child born from that union, so long as the couple remained wed and faithful. That should have evened the score. His sister was already married and pregnant with her first child at the time of his death.

      Death—what a fun way to say murdered.

      He shoved that thought aside. What mattered was that control over O’Connor Media Enterprises was within his grasp. Yes, the O’Connor children were getting married left and right, and Desmond even had a child. But now, Charles’s sister was pregnant again—twins. Once the babies arrived, they’d be tied… provided Charles got married too.

      As if she’d heard his thoughts, Genevieve’s eyes fluttered open; her dark gaze focused on the ceiling, a tendril of long hair coiling over her cheek. Her brow furrowed. Then she pushed herself onto her elbows.

      Her eyes locked on him, still sitting in the chair near the window. She blinked. Then she sat bolt upright in the bed, fire flickering in her gaze as she clutched the sheet against her chest.

      “What… happened?”

      “Give it a moment, darling,” he said, rising to his feet.

      Her eyes hardened. “That’s not my name, you piece of shit.”

      “Such a dirty mouth.” Charles smiled and approached the bedside table, reaching for the crystal water glass.

      He handed her the cup, but when she stared as if it were a live snake, he shrugged and drank the water himself, then set it back on the table.

      She glanced down, peeking beneath the sheet as if expecting to see the dress stripped from her body. She pulled one bare foot from the blankets, wiggling her toes in the stark winter sunlight near his shin.

      “I can’t… remember how I got here,” she said. “I remember you playing the piano. And then… you said we had a meeting with someone? No… two people?”

      “Well, there were people there,” he said. “After we called them. You don’t remember that?”

      For a few long moments, Genevieve said nothing. Her eyes narrowed, her gaze occasionally flicking to him as if she might read the truth in his face. “Did you drug me?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “No, of course not.” But he had waited until she’d been three martinis in before he walked into that bar. She’d always been a lightweight.

      She looked down at the sheet again, then fingered the strap on her wrinkled dress.

      “Did you… rape me? Did you let those other men⁠—”

      His spine stiffened. So much for sleeping peacefully. “Is that really what you think of me, Genevieve?”

      “I don’t know what to think. All I remember is the three of you at that table, and then… I woke up here.”

      He drew a finger over her cheek to her chin, half expecting her to slap him away… but she didn’t. Electricity raced up his arm and into his chest, releasing the viselike pressure around his ribs.

      “First, I’d never share you with anyone, Genevieve. Ever.” He lowered himself to sit on the bed near her thigh. “Second, I won’t take what isn’t freely given—we were together for six months, and I never pressured you. When I take you to bed, I want you to remember every minute.”

      Genevieve frowned. “Then why am I here?” Her eyes drifted beyond him, scanning the room. They widened when she clocked the documents spread neatly on the table near the window, the leather folio embossed with the law firm’s seal, the marriage license beside it.

      She drew her gaze back to his slowly, lips parted in a small, shocked o. His fingers tingled with the desire to touch her face again, but he resisted. Savoring the feeling in his chest. The anticipation.

      “You really don’t remember?” He smiled, showing all of his teeth. “Last night, I finally made you mine.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            GENEVIEVE

          

        

      

    

    
      I finally made you mine?

      Genevieve crossed her arms, her elbow near his ribs—he was sitting way too close to her. But she ignored the prickling heat against her skin. “I don’t belong to anyone, Charles. Least of all you.”

      He grinned again—predatory. From their months together, she knew exactly what that look meant: he thought he knew something she didn’t.

      She jerked her knees to her chest and swiveled to kick them to the floor beside Charles; he was still sitting on the bed. But she stumbled over his bare foot when she tried to step forward, grabbing the end table near the crystal fishbowl.

      Weird—to keep an animal alive, you had to care about something beyond yourself. Feed it. Clean it. Worry about it. She hadn’t imagined Charles capable.

      Charles remained seated but laid a hand on her elbow and eased her back down beside him. “You’re not going anywhere, Genevieve.”

      Genevieve balled her fists on top of her thighs. “You can’t keep me here against my will.”

      He snorted and rolled his eyes, dropping his hand from her arm. “I didn’t kidnap you,” he said. “I married you.”

      Married you. She glanced down at her hands, still clenched against her legs. She hadn’t noticed the ring when she’d awoken, but she felt it now—a giant diamond sparkling on her left hand. She remembered him slipping it on her finger. Remembered slurring her I do.

      Genevieve un-balled her fists, yanked the ring from her finger, and flung it off as if it had burned her. “I’ll get it annulled,” she snapped. “A drunken mistake isn’t going to fuck up the rest of my life.”

      His blue gaze shone as much as that blasted diamond, but there was hurt there, too. “We drank. We talked. I asked you to marry me again, you said yes again, and I called my attorney, who also happens to be a marriage officiant. He brought the notary. I didn’t force you into it, Genevieve, but now that you’re here… just listen to what I have to say.”

      “I’m not listening to a damn thing. I’m going home.”

      His nostrils flared, jaw clenched so hard his molars ground together. Good—she hoped he cracked one.

      “This isn’t marriage to a stranger after a drunken night in Vegas. You signed paperwork last year, fully sober. You put out a press release. We had a real relationship—watching the stars from your truck, talking about the future. Freezing in the rain. You must remember that, at least.” His eyes bored into hers.

      The night of that thunderstorm, he’d sat on the hood with her as the sky opened, ruining his thousand-dollar suit. They were playing chicken, seeing who’d give in first to that shivery discomfort. After twenty minutes, she’d leaned her head on his shoulder. They’d sat there until the rain stopped.

      She pushed herself to standing again. This time, he stood with her, blocking her path around the bed. She was tall, nearly five-nine, but Charles towered over her, long and lean, all sinewy muscles, his blue eyes so dark they were almost purple—deep pools. How many women had drowned in them?

      “Where I come from, words mean something,” he went on. “Promises mean something.”

      She backed toward the headboard, refusing to let the heat of their bodies mingle. “Don’t talk like you come from some village in the sea,” she snapped. “We grew up an hour apart, you jackass.” Though her tiny apartment and his mansion on the hill might as well have been different worlds.

      “Fine,” he said. “We’re peas in a pod. All the more reason to abide by the promises you made. The promises we made.”

      “That’s what this is all about? Because I told you I’d marry you once after some carnival ride?”

      His brow furrowed. “It wasn’t after the fair. We were lying on your truck and⁠—”

      “I don’t care what we were doing,” she hissed, throwing her hands in the air. But she remembered exactly where they were when it happened. “It was stupid,” she went on. “I’d never marry a man like you.”

      His gaze darkened; Charles swallowed hard. “Stupid or not, I’m offering you the life you told me you wanted. We have paperwork observed by an attorney and a notary. I slipped that ring on your finger in front of a dozen witnesses. We even have photos of us last night, smiling for the camera. Would you like to see?”

      She didn’t need to see. She could still hear the applause from the other bar patrons.

      “I don’t want to hurt you, Genevieve,” he said. “I’d never hurt you. Just hear me out. Please?” He stepped nearer, the heat of him warming her chest. “I’ve already made arrangements for your mother to be moved to the best nursing facility in the state. I want to take care of you—of her.”

      Genevieve steeled herself, bare feet planted on the rug, shoulders square. Her mother? That hadn’t been in the documents she’d signed, but she’d told Charles about her. She had a stroke a month after Genevieve’s nineteenth birthday and had been living in a nursing home ever since—a home that left much to be desired and still cost well more than Genevieve’s apartment.

      “We both want your mother safe,” he said, tracing her eyebrow with his thumb, making her skin tingle. “And I want control of O’Connor Media. No matter how this came about, whether we were drunk or not, however we feel now… we can both get what we want. You’ll need to live here with me to make it look legitimate, but you don’t have to touch me, don’t need to sleep in my bed. You don’t even have to speak to me outside of social engagements. And when my position with the company is solid, you can go on your way. No strings.”

      She blinked. Interesting. That wasn’t in the paperwork either. “And if you never get control of O’Connor Media?”

      His fingers paused at the hollow of her throat, his mouth so close to hers she had to resist the urge to gnash her teeth into his lip. “I will.”

      “The question remains, Charles. Because I’m not willing to stick around indefinitely while you try to outsmart your father’s real family.”

      If the dig about his illegitimate status stung, he didn’t show it. Charles ran his fingers down to her shoulder. Her skin burned where his palm rested on her flesh.

      “Five years.”

      She snorted. “Try again.”

      “Three.”

      She stared into his face. “One. In twelve months, you let me go, and you still have to take care of my mother for the rest of her life. I want that in writing—an ironclad endowment prepaid to the best facility in the state.”

      One corner of his lip turned up. His eyes crinkled at the corners. “Deal.”

      She stared. Huh. She’d expected him to push for at least two years. According to the very public details of his father’s will, Charles got an extra voting share for marrying and twice the voting shares for a child. His best bet at success, at power, was to convince her to have a baby, something he clearly wasn’t going to do within the year. One, she had an IUD; two, she hadn’t even fucked him yet. Though angry sex with Charles would probably be the best of her life.

      Blood pulsed low in her belly, but she shoved the thought aside. Her brain was just short-circuiting because he was so close to her.

      “This won’t be so bad, Genevieve,” he said, thumb brushing her clavicle.

      She licked her lips, rose onto her tiptoes, then whispered into his mouth, “Maybe not for you.”

      His eyes widened. He dropped his hand from her shoulder and backed away as if she’d slapped him. But the sudden chill left by his absence refocused her brain.

      “I’m going to take a shower,” she said, edging past him. “Which way?”

      Charles gestured like a magician, open palm toward the right side of the bedroom. She hung her head on her way around the bed—suppressing a satisfied smirk until the bathroom door clicked shut behind her.

      Genevieve leaned the back of her head against the door, her heart beating double-time. She’d spent years studying the family’s weaknesses, reading up on every scandal and rumor. She’d examined his father’s empire, the steps by which Charles’s half-brother had snatched the reins. But the wealthy kept their ranks closed—there was only so much she could do from the outside.

      Now, Charles had not only invited her into his world but forced her into the inner circle. He was as stuck as she was. Which meant she had little reason to hold herself back.

      Mrs. Charles Duffy.

      Genevieve smiled.

      He was going to regret that.
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      Charles watched her duck through the door into the bathroom, his stomach twisted in knots. Did she really not remember the night he’d asked her to marry him? She did—she had to. She’d signed paperwork, had put out a press release.

      Genevieve was fucking with him. Again.

      He shook his head, but he felt the smile on his face. She was going to be a handful. But the hard part was over. His diamond-crusted ring was still glinting from his left hand, even if hers was under the chair.

      He hoped she believed they’d gotten married on a whim, that his attorney had come when called like a Labrador. She’d be none too thrilled to know Charles had asked the lawyer to get credentialed as a marriage officiant the week prior.

      But one year was the least she could do for the lifetime support for her mother. And he’d find a way to have things at the company wrapped up soon after Caroline had those babies—a proxy fight, a hostile takeover, a boardroom coup, changing company bylaws… everything was on the table. He wasn’t sure exactly how yet, but he was going to win.

      And for the next year, he’d be able to see Genevieve in person instead of envisioning her inside his head. He could smell her as she walked past instead of dealing with the phantom scent of rosemary and apricot lurking in his sinuses.

      Maybe the constant exposure would help him stop obsessing. Maybe he’d get her out of his system once and for all so he could move on the way she’d move on when their twelve months were up.

      In the bathroom, the water hissed on—the shower. But before his brain could flash an image of what she looked like under that sexy little dress, a droning buzz rang through the house. He paused, frowning. The bell rang again.

      Charles sighed and headed for the hall—I’m coming, I’m coming—but he didn’t make it far. A thunk echoed through the foyer. The front door crashed open.

      Charles froze, but then a voice called, “Are you a fucking idiot?”

      His shoulders relaxed. It seemed that his brother Ronan saw Charles’s press release about his nuptials. Not as flowery as Genevieve’s had been, but his release included a photo of them in their matching wedding bands.

      Charles marched into the kitchen to meet his brother. Ronan stood at the kitchen island, shaking snowflakes from his coat—a wool blend significantly cheaper than what he could afford. Ronan dressed for the job he wanted, and he definitely didn’t want to be the CEO of a multi-billion-dollar company. But dressing like the blue-collar worker he aspired to be made Charles sick. His brother deserved better—he was better than the rest of them.

      “Define idiot,” Charles said. “Because barging into a man’s house unannounced sure seems idiotic. I could have shot you.”

      “You don’t have a gun, you fuckhead.” Ronan glared, bright blue eyes as sharp as ever. “It’s all over the papers. You and that girl, the one who dumped your ass last time⁠—”

      “That girl married me last night.” And would stay married to him for at least a year, though Ronan didn’t need to know their relationship had an expiration date. “Pretty soon, we won’t have to worry about the O’Connors taking our birthright.”

      Ronan’s lips thinned, skinning back from his teeth—brilliantly white like the counters, the floors, the cabinetry. The only things in here that weren’t bright white were the stainless appliances and the powder-blue percolator beside the stove.

      “You know damn well the company isn’t why I’m here, Charlie.”

      Charlie. If another man had called him that, he’d have decked them. But Ronan had leverage—Charles had almost gotten him killed when they were children. Charles would never forgive himself, which made the fact that his mother would never forgive him sting a little less.

      “But since you’re worried about the company,” Ronan went on, planting his palms on the marble island, “the last time you announced your engagement, it backfired. The shareholders got nervous. When she leaves you this time⁠—”

      “She can’t leave me—not now. Not without losing everything.”

      Ronan’s eyes narrowed. “What did you do?”

      “Added a public image clause. No public denials, no humiliations, no drama.” Genevieve hadn’t realized that yet. But he could spin it as something all rich men’s lawyers did as a matter of habit.

      A pause. When he spoke again, Ronan’s voice was lower—quiet. “I know your dick isn’t so small that you need a legal team to make sure she doesn’t embarrass you. I have no idea how you tricked her into that wedding, but…” Ronan’s nostrils flared. “That’s what you did, right? God, you’re a moron. Seriously fucking stupid.”

      Charles sighed and rested his elbows against the counter, mirroring Ronan’s posture at the other end of the island—his brother always made him feel exhausted. “If Genevieve does anything that makes me or the rest of us look bad, I have grounds to annul the marriage without financial loss. But everything she has is mine.”

      Ronan shook his head. “There’s no way that’ll hold up in court.”

      “I don’t need it to hold long-term. I just need the lawyers to tie her up for a few years. She won’t want that.” He didn’t either—that was part of a contingency plan he hoped he’d never need.

      “Right. A few years. Or until you have control of O’Connor Media, right?” Ronan rolled his eyes, an act so quintessentially “little brother” that Charles almost smiled. “But she’s a human. She’s not your toy. And she looks familiar, Charlie, even if I can’t place her. Does she have a criminal record?”

      “No criminal record. The lawyers ran her name before drawing up the paperwork.”

      “What about anything else? Our family has a lot of enemies. People are always ready to eat the rich.”

      He shrugged. “I ran the basics, looked at her social media. Anything else… I figured she’d tell me herself.”

      Ronan pushed himself off the counter. “Are you serious? You do more research on a new restaurant than you did on your wife?”

      What was he supposed to say? Since the first day he’d seen her, he’d thought about her constantly—was obsessed with her. Digging into her personal life beyond a Google search would have been a step over the line, one he’d never come back from. He’d been following her before they even met, and it had taken everything in his power to stop.

      Stalking was a slippery slope. And the fantasies hadn’t eased when she’d left him. He hadn’t gone on a single date since—no one could live up to the Genevieve he’d created in his head. As insane as it sounded, marrying her seemed the most logical way to keep her close long enough to burn her out of his system. Before he lost his mind.

      But if he said any of that, his brother would punch him in the mouth. And he’d be right to.

      “You trapped her here,” his brother said.

      The words needled in his chest. Ronan didn’t have to say the way our father trapped our mother. Charles had thought it himself enough times when he was coming up with this plan.

      But this wasn’t going to be like that. He wasn’t going to abuse her, wouldn’t supply her with drugs to keep her docile. He’d never force her to do anything she didn’t want to. He wasn’t that kind of man… though his ex still believed otherwise.

      Genevieve might come to see him as a monster, too, but right now, he and their relationship remained in the realm of fantasy. He was no hero in her eyes, but at least he was the type of man she might say yes to… even if she reneged after.

      Ronan stepped closer, gaze locked on Charles. “If this is a trick to distract me, keep me from poking around, asking questions about our father⁠—”

      His back stiffened. “This has nothing to do with him.”

      Ronan’s brow furrowed. “Of course it does! She left you right after he died. You don’t think that’s related?”

      Charles blinked. The thought had literally never occurred to him. He hadn’t even proposed until after his father died. “She didn’t leave me because of Dad.”

      “You don’t know that—you have no idea who she is. She could be an undercover detective.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Maybe she’s here because he was fucking murdered.”

      The air in the room dropped twenty degrees in an instant. “Shut up, Ronan.”

      But his brother hissed, “You were at his house that night. She obviously knows that as well as I do.”

      Charles paused, listening carefully—the shower was still running, and with the way his brother was whispering, there was no way she could hear them from the bathroom. But his shoulders didn’t relax because his brother was right. Charles had been in the house the night his father died. He’d seen the man’s glassy eyes before any cop. Had driven what would surely be referred to as the getaway car in a court proceeding, if the truth ever came out.

      He couldn’t let that happen.

      Marriage clauses weren’t the only things outlined in their father’s will. If Charles O’Connor had died from unnatural causes, the guilty party forfeited the voting rights of their entire side of the family. It didn’t even have to go to court, didn’t have to end with a prison sentence—rich men didn’t go to jail. A vote by the rest of the board would determine their fate if anyone in the family was accused.

      If there was any evidence that Charles murdered the man—and there was—the shareholders and the O’Connors would decide his fate. He’d lose everything. And so would his family.

      But Ronan was wrong about Genevieve.

      “She wasn’t with me that night—she has no idea. She just panicked after we got engaged.” Or so he believed. He hadn’t actually asked her… yet.

      Ronan balked. “She was so panicked about marrying you that she quit her job and moved out of her apartment overnight? What the hell is wrong with you?”

      It sounded like his brother had looked into his wife more closely than he’d realized. He hadn’t told anyone that she’d moved.

      Charles stalked toward his brother. “Is that why you’re here, Ronan? To remind me that you think I’m a killer?” He said it quietly, though the shower was still hissing from the far side of the house.

      Ronan’s shoulders slumped; he dropped his head. “No, of course that’s not why I came. But I still need to know what happened.”

      No, he absolutely did not. It hadn’t been a crime of passion or an accident—their father had died for something far more depraved than his business dealings. Ronan’s guilt about what they should have known, what they should have done, would eat him alive. And Charles knew all too well how it felt to hold on to guilt about things you couldn’t fix.

      “I can’t tell you what I don’t know,” Charles said.

      Ronan’s blue eyes sharpened into sapphire daggers. “You’re a liar.”

      “And what are you? If you ask the wrong person the wrong question and they end up coming after me… you’ll ruin us. Mom will have to sell the house.” And the woman had less than a year to live, diagnosed with an aggressive form of lung cancer. The least Charles could do was keep her in her house until she passed.

      Ronan knew the stakes too. Of all of them, Ronan should be trying to protect her. Their mother had never loved Charles or even Caroline half as much as she loved the baby of the family.

      But instead of softening at the mention of their mother, Ronan shook his head and sighed, his eyes still deadly sharp. “You’re married to a woman you haven’t been seen with in a year, and you barely knew her before that. Whatever arrangement you have… it isn’t aboveboard. And if what you’re saying is true, the only way for her to get out of this is to ensure you don’t have the resources to tie her up in court.”

      Charles’s throat tightened. “Genevieve won’t ruin us—she’ll never know about this nonsense unless you fuck around and tell her. And once Caroline has those babies⁠—”

      “We’ll be tied—that’s all. You’ll still have to convince a few shareholders to swing your way. But… everything about this feels wrong.”

      “Cops are always looking for something out of place, eh?”

      Ronan sighed. His eyes clouded. He suddenly looked as exhausted as Charles felt. “Justice is complicated—I know that. And no matter what happens next, our father is dead. We’re all better off for it.”

      Charles pressed his lips together. It was a ploy—come on, tell me, Charlie, I won’t say anything. If Charles was in his position, he’d want to know who’d killed their father, too, but Charles had never been a cop. Guilty conscience or not, Ronan believed he had an obligation to the public—he certainly wouldn’t protect their family’s stake in O’Connor Media if exposing them meant “doing the right thing.”
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