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CHAPTER ONE


Need another drink?” The words were clear despite the general ruckus of the bar, the voice like whiskey on the rocks. If Cillian O’Malley put a little imagination into it, he could almost taste her tone. It was the closest he’d come to having an actual drink in ten months.


Olivia.


He looked up, straight into night-dark eyes that made him think reckless thoughts about leaning across this bar and kissing the hell out of this woman. It was something the old Cillian would have done, and if the look on her face was any indication, he would have gotten the shit kicked out of him for the effort. He smiled despite the dark mood that had brought him wandering into Jameson’s to begin with. “Hey, gorgeous.”


The guarded look on her face was the same as the first time they’d met, like she expected him to whip out a gun and start shooting or threaten her or some shit like that. Since he knew for a fact he’d never so much as raised his voice at her in the two times they’d interacted previously, it stung a little that that was her knee-jerk reaction to him.


And it made him want to show her how wrong she was.


“You know, I’d pay good money to know what I did to piss you off so much.”


Olivia’s expression iced over in a way that would send a smarter man running. It just made Cillian more intrigued. He’d been caught up in his family’s dramas for so long, it was refreshing to having an unconnected interaction—even if it was with someone who hated him. Hell, it was almost better this way.


It just added to the tangled mess inside him caused by sitting in this bar. Jameson’s and he had a complicated history that he’d never be able to escape. It was the last place his family had felt whole. He’d been here with his brothers, Aiden and Teague and Devlin, on the final night when they’d been celebrating Teague’s impending marriage. Devlin had been shot in a drive-by on the way home, and the O’Malley family had lost the closest thing to an innocent they could call their own. Cillian hated this place as much as he loved it, but it was here his feet brought him when he wandered.


Olivia crossed her arms over her chest, which only served to accent the way her breasts pressed against her shredded T-shirt. It wasn’t ripped enough to be truly indecent, but he could see several slices of her dusky skin beneath the black fabric, and it was distracting as hell. She cleared her throat, but he still gave her body a slow look, taking in her spiked combat boots, tiny skirt, coming back to that shirt, and then settling on her face. She was beautiful in the way good models were—a little too sharp for strictly traditional good looks, but all the more striking because of it. The mass of dark hair and the anger in near-black eyes took her over the edge into devastating.


She looked like the kind of mistake he would have jumped at a year ago. He had jumped at her six months ago when they’d first met, and it had gone in the same direction their current interaction was headed. She’d taken an instant dislike to him, and nothing he could say seemed to convince her that he wasn’t this monster she seemed to label him as.


So much had happened between then and now, so much that weighed him down and threatened to drag him under for good. He hadn’t even been out by himself since he was shot—the same night he’d last seen Olivia. He rubbed his shoulder, half-sure he could feel the scar beneath the fabric of his shirt.


What would it be like to be that carefree and crazy version of himself, just for one more night?


“Do. You. Want. Another. Drink?”


Maybe I could let it all go—the stress and the guilt and the sick feeling I can’t quite escape—just for a little while. He leaned onto the bar. “You want to get out of here after your shift?”


Her mouth tightened. “I don’t know why I bother. Never mind.”


“Wait.” He took a deep breath and let go of the wild impulse that had driven him to offer. He wasn’t that guy anymore, and trying to reclaim it was like spitting on Devlin’s grave. Cillian sighed. “I’ll have an apple juice.”


She blinked. “Apple juice.”


“Yes, please.”


He thought he’d sounded perfectly polite, but she frowned harder. “You come in here a couple times a week—or at least you used to from what Benji says—and you’ve been sitting here, nursing an apple juice?”


“Yeah.” He hadn’t touched alcohol since the night his youngest brother was killed in a drive-by shooting. He was the reason they’d been on that street to begin with, walking home in an effort to sober him up a little. If they’d just called a cab, Devlin would still be alive and … Cillian exhaled harshly. It was pointless to wish for things to be different, but the truth was that he was at least partially responsible for his brother’s death, indirectly or not. He could barely stand the thought of drinking again and potentially putting someone else he loved in danger.


Olivia seemed to realize she was staring and shook herself. She bent over and grabbed the apple juice, shooting a look at him like she’d never seen him before. “Why don’t you drink? Alcoholic?” It was almost amusing watching the horror appear on her face. “Shit, sorry, it’s none of my business.”


Maybe not, but a perverse part of him liked that she wanted to know more about him, even if it was morbid curiosity. “It never brought me anything but trouble.” There are plenty of other ways to get into trouble.


“It doesn’t stop most people from doing it.” She finished pouring his juice and slid it across the bar.


“Has anyone ever told you that you’re something of a pessimist?” The edges of her lips quirked, and Cillian cocked his head to the side. “Holy fuck. That was almost a smile. I think you might not hate me as much as I thought.”


Instantly, her amusement was gone. Olivia stepped back, as if the two-foot bar between them wasn’t nearly enough space. “Are you opening a tab or paying now?”


He hadn’t set out tonight planning on coming here, but it was the first time he’d left the house without the muscle his father and brother usually insisted on, and he hadn’t wanted to waste the opportunity. He nodded. “Benji knows me. Have him put it on my running tab.”


She hesitated like she wanted to argue, but then turned and stalked to the giant owner of the bar. Benji had been operating on O’Malley territory before it was O’Malley territory, and Cillian always got the feeling that he’d still be here twenty years from now, regardless of the power struggles that ran through Boston like fault lines. As expected, the big man nodded, and Olivia walked back to him, her permanent frown firmly in place. “Who the hell are you?”


“Cillian O’Malley at your service.” He held out a hand, waiting for a full five seconds for her to take it before he lowered it. “Usually a handshake takes two people.”


“O’Malley.” She glanced around, but the bar was unusually loud tonight, and there was no one within easy eavesdropping range. “I know that name.”


Just once in his godforsaken life, he’d like to meet someone and not see that light bulb go off behind their eyes, but the chances of that happening in a bar in his family’s territory was nonexistent.


Suddenly tired, he sat back. “You know what? Never mind. I’m heading out.” He slid the coaster he’d scrawled his number on across the bar. “If you change your mind about letting loose, you give me a call.” He downed his drink and dropped a wad of cash onto the bar. The surprise on her face was almost reward enough as he pushed to his feet and strode out of the bar.


Almost.


* * *


Olivia Rashidi watched the O’Malley walk out the door and told herself to leave it alone. She’d figured out all she needed to know about him after they’d first met six months ago. He’d had trouble written all over him, from his tattoos to his ridiculously expensive suit to the way he’d carried himself, as if he was waiting for someone to give him the excuse to start a fight. Exactly the kind of thing she avoided—and for good reason. Men like that created chaos and then walked away unscathed, leaving the people around them floundering in their wake.


It didn’t matter if she hadn’t seen much of this O’Malley in the meantime or if he’d had new shadows in his dark brown eyes. She had other priorities right now, and jumping from the frying pan into the fire wasn’t her idea of a good time.


“What are you still doing here, Olivia?”


She turned to face Benji, trying to keep the guilty look off her face. He’d told her to head home ten minutes ago, and she’d stopped to poke at Cillian O’Malley. Good job staying away from that guy. She held up her hands. “I’m leaving, I’m leaving.”


“Don’t forget your tip.”


So he’d seen that and known the reason she hadn’t immediately left was because she’d let her curiosity get the best of her. Awesome. Olivia worked to keep a smile on her face. It wasn’t Benji’s fault that she had a nasty attraction to trouble, even though she knew better. She snatched the cash off the bar and froze when she realized how much Cillian had left her. The bills weren’t ones.


They were twenties.


Goddamn it. She stared at the money in her hand and, for a long second, actually considered keeping it. But then reality reared  up and kicked her in the teeth. She couldn’t keep it. But …


No. She wasn’t the type of woman who could be bought, and she wasn’t going to give him the wrong idea that she was. He might not have asked for anything in return, but being in his debt was bad no matter which way she looked at it.


And maybe you’re just looking for trouble in all the wrong places … just like you always do.


Shut up.


“See you later, Benji.” She was moving before she decided on a course of action, grabbing her jacket from behind the bar and heading out the front door. A quick look down the street showed a familiar figure striding away. “Hey!”


What are you doing?


She ignored her inner voice and started after him. “Hey! Cillian, wait!”


He didn’t turn around, and she cursed him in both Russian and English. Growing up the way she had, she knew plenty of creative phrases in both languages.


“Hey, stop!”


She ran after him, thankful she’d put on her badass studded boots instead of the pair of heels she’d been jonesing after. An eight-hour shift on her feet would have her hating herself if she’d gone with the pretty shoes—and they would have made it impossible to catch up with the O’Malley.


She grabbed his arm and froze at the feel of his muscles flexing in her grip. Holy wow.


He finally turned to face her and it struck her that, without the bar between them, he was so much larger than she was. Not large like her ex, Sergei—this man was built lean instead of for brute strength—but he still dwarfed her. And he smelled good, like some kind of spicy men’s cologne that instantly had her thinking thoughts she had no business entertaining.


Like what it would be like to bury her nose in his neck and inhale deeply. The insane desire to do so almost overwhelmed her.


Everything about him was overwhelming, from his beautiful face, to his impeccably styled dark hair, to the tattoos peeking out of his clothes at the neck and wrists. The ink creeping up the side of his neck was like a wild thing trying to escape from his insanely expensive suit, a strange combination of brute strength and poised polish that she should have known better than to be attracted to.


Except, apparently, her body hadn’t gotten the memo.


She realized she was still clutching his arm and made herself let go so she could offer back the cash. Right, because that’s why you chased him down a dark street. “I don’t want your money.”


“It’s called a tip, sweetheart. It’s just good manners.”


“I don’t want it.” Even as she said it, she wondered why she was being so damn stubborn about this. He hadn’t asked anything of her. All he’d done was throw too much money at a bartender, which was something plenty of drunks did from time to time. Except he wasn’t drunk. She should be elated at having the extra cash—God knew she needed it. Instead, there was a growing recklessness in her chest, one she’d thought she’d outgrown a long time ago. “Just take it, okay?”


“No.” His gaze narrowed on her face, giving her the sudden thought that he saw too much. Before she could decide what to do with that, he moved closer, giving her another whiff of that cologne that made her whole body break out in goose bumps. Or maybe it was the man himself, the streetlights creating a skeleton’s mask of his face, turning his eyes into dark pits of shadows. “Why do you care so much?”


“Oh my God, just take it back.” She should drop the cash and head for home. Or, hell, at least take a few steps away so that she wasn’t in danger of brushing against him if she took a deep breath.


But she couldn’t force her hand to unclench or her feet to create any distance between them. She cleared her throat, trying to get her thoughts back on track. “I didn’t ask for your charity.”


“Yeah, I got it. You win. I’m an asshole.”


“I didn’t say that.”


“Not in so many words, no.” His gaze raked her body much the same way it had back at the bar, making every alarm in her head go off. Spending any more time in this man’s presence was dangerous, though she couldn’t say for sure what she was most afraid of. She lifted her chin in challenge, demanding … She wasn’t sure what she was demanding. Her gaze dropped to his mouth, and she licked her lips. What am I doing? Walk away. Walk away right now.


No. Not yet.


He murmured, “If the shoe fits …”


And then he gripped her jaw and kissed her.


She was so surprised that she opened for him—or at least that was what she told herself when his tongue slipped into her mouth and stroked hers. He didn’t touch her anywhere else, and somehow that only made their point of contact that much more erotic.


It should have stopped there. He was even in the process of leaning back when her too-long-denied hormones got the better of her and she fisted the front of his expensive shirt and yanked him back to her. This. This is what I came out here for.


He froze for one endless moment and, frustrated, she nipped his bottom lip.


She barely had a chance to register his going tense before he dug one hand into her hair, tipping her head back so he could get better access to her mouth, taking her as if he had every right to it, his tongue stroking hers. He tasted of apple juice and cinnamon, making her head spin. She should stop this. She would. Really, she would.


No, you won’t. You’ve never been able to stop yourself once the recklessness in your blood takes over.


She didn’t care. She didn’t care about anything other than maintaining the pleasure his touch brought her for just a few minutes longer. Her back hit the brick wall, his free hand hooking the back of one of her knees and hiking it up and around his waist. And then … oh my God. There was only his slacks and her panties between them, his cock a hard ridge that lined up perfectly with her clit, the contact so good, it temporarily overstimulated her.


He broke the kiss, resting his forehead against hers. “This isn’t what I planned when I kissed you.”


No, she had no one to blame except herself for the desperation beating in time with her heart. She knew she should stop. She knew too many men like him. She didn’t like anything that he represented—a pampered son of a family grown rich on the backs of others and their own illegal activities. Hell, she didn’t even like him.


But she didn’t want to stop.


It was like the last two years had her turning into one giant snowball of need, and Cillian just happened to be in the right place at the right time to shred her perfect record of self-control. That’s all this is. He’s beautiful and he’s here. Nothing more.


She was reaching and she knew it, but she didn’t want to stop.


He sighed, the same world-weary sound he’d made at the bar. “Another time.”


“Wait.” She clung to him, her inner voice screaming that this was a mistake, but she wasn’t listening.


He went still, but it wasn’t with surprise like the last time. No, this was a predator ready to pounce. “Say what you want, sweetheart. I need you to be perfectly clear.”


Again, her common sense tried to say this was an awful idea. Two years of being good and keeping to the straight and narrow. If I’m going to jump off a bridge, it might as well be with this man. There’s no chance of feelings getting involved and me making the same mistake I did with Sergei.


One night.


One time and then I walk away with no strings attached.


She reached between them and cupped the front of his slacks. “I want this.” She stroked him, the feel of his thick length in the palm of her hand making her entire body perk up even further. “Just this once.”


He didn’t back up, his lips brushing hers with each word. “This is a mistake.”


“Yes.” There was no way she could pretend otherwise.


“Fuck.” He nuzzled her neck, making her shiver. “Just … fuck.”


And then he lifted her off the ground, waiting until she wrapped her legs around his waist to walk a few feet down the street to an alley. It was cleaner than the one behind Jameson’s, but not by much. She didn’t care, as long as he didn’t stop touching her. Cillian readjusted his grip so he could wrap a fist around her hair, tilting her head back so she was forced to meet his gaze. “You’re sure?”


“Stop talking before I change my mind.” She kissed him, rolling her body against his until he cursed and kissed her back. The barely controlled desperation in every muscle of his body made her feel wild and free in a way she hadn’t in a very, very long time.


He guided her to stand, his hand going to the hem of her skirt. When he hesitated, she took his hand and guided it up to cup her between her legs. “You have a condom?” she asked.


“I don’t get you.”


“You don’t have to. Just don’t stop.”


“You don’t like me.”


“Nope.”


His thumb dipped beneath the band of her panties, stroking her so lightly, she was half-sure she imagined it. She made a sound of frustration and the bastard chuckled. “Damn, sweetheart. I think I like being someone you don’t like.”


He pushed a single finger into her, cursing when she clenched around him. She had the wild thought that it’d been too long and too much had happened and it would never work, but he pumped a few times, her pleasure building with each stroke.


She kissed him for everything she was worth, needing this more than she needed her next breath. A second finger joined the first, spiking her desire. “Yes.” She rolled her hips, trying to take him deeper, but he apparently wasn’t about to let her drive things.


Cillian’s whole hand dipped into her panties, cupping her even as he continued working her. “When’s the last time—”


She reached down and squeezed his cock. “Are you really going to ruin this?”


“Hardly.” He slipped an arm around the small of her back, holding her in place while he stroked her, his thumb sliding over her clit, teasing her until her breath came in gasps and her whole body was strung so tight, it was a wonder she didn’t fly apart at the seams.


“The condom.”


He didn’t argue, just shifting enough that he could withdraw it from his pocket. She had the wild thought that he’d expected to take someone home tonight, but it didn’t matter. He had protection and that was the most important thing. He freed his cock and rolled the condom on. “How do you want it?”


Has anyone ever asked me that?


Stop thinking so much.


She turned around, shoved her panties to her knees, and braced her palms on the brick wall. Cillian’s chuckle curled her toes, and then he was there, pressing against her back, his lips on the sensitive spot behind her ear as he notched his cock at her entrance. “You think if I take you from behind that you won’t know it’s me.” He shoved into her, drawing a strangled cry from her mouth. His hand snaked around to stroke her. “Please, sweetheart. It’s my cock inside you, my hand on your clit, and it’s me who’s going to make you come. Right. Fucking. Now.”


He filled her impossibly, the feeling of him sliding in and out of her almost too much. And he was right—there was no escaping the knowledge of him, like he was imprinting himself on her skin. He circled her clit as he fucked her, surrounding her until her entire world narrowed down to Cillian and the orgasm that drew closer with every stroke.


“Now.” His free hand came up to cover her mouth, his words in her ear a dirty fantasy she never knew she had. “Let go.”


It was too late to go back, even if she wanted to. She came, crying out against his hand as he pushed her over the edge, her orgasm so intense, her knees actually buckled. He kept her pinned to him as his strokes became ragged, and he followed her over the edge, muttering her name as he did.


Olivia opened her eyes and tried to find her place in the new order of things. She took a deep breath, and then another. Nothing has changed. It can’t. But that was okay. He’d allowed her an escape, no matter how brief.


She withdrew and straightened her clothes, watching him out of the corner of her eye as he did the same. “Thanks.”


“Did you get what you wanted?”


She inhaled sharply. “That’s not what this was.”


“Don’t insult me.” He took her elbow and walked her out of the alley. “That’s exactly what this was. You had a need and I fulfilled it—gladly.” He flagged down a cab that had just deposited a group of men in front of Jameson’s. She started to protest, but the look he gave her stopped her dead in her tracks.


Still, she made herself keep going. “I’m taking the red line.”


“Sweetheart, you can barely walk straight right now. Put your pride in the backseat and let me get you a cab.”


“But—”


He gripped her chin exactly the way he did when he first kissed her, those dark eyes seeing entirely too much. “You’ll be seeing me again, Olivia.”


He didn’t wait for an answer, opening the back door and guiding her inside. Then he shut the door before she could formulate a response, shoving some money at the cabdriver and stalking away. Olivia watched him go, her body still aching from his touch, her mind terrifyingly blank.


Oh my God, what did I just start?




CHAPTER TWO


Cillian didn’t go straight home after leaving Jameson’s. He had too much pent-up energy—and anger. He shouldn’t have let things get so out of control with Olivia. All he’d meant to do when he kissed her was shock her into not arguing about the stupid tip anymore, and the next thing he knew, he was carrying her into an alley and …


Fuck.


She just wanted a onetime thing. He should be happy that she wasn’t expecting more—or trying to weasel her way into his life under the mistaken impression that his family’s power would rub off on her.


I shouldn’t have had sex with her. That was unbelievably stupid. It was something the old Cillian would have done and to hell with the consequences. The woman obviously wanted nothing to do with him, and that was just fine by him. He didn’t need another goddamn complication in his life when he was up to his neck and sinking fast.


He turned another corner—and stopped dead. It was the one place he’d gone out of his way to avoid, and it was a token of just how distracted he was that he’d found his way back here.


To the spot where Devlin died.


Cillian stared down at the concrete. It didn’t look different from any other sidewalk in Boston—a little scuffed up, a little dirty, but nothing special. There was something so fucking wrong with that. This was the very spot where his brother passed from this world into the next. Where he’d bled out while Cillian stood by, too drunk to be worth a damn. There wasn’t even a stain to mark it. He turned, surveying the street. Even at this relatively late hour, it was nowhere near deserted, and the headlights of each passing car only made the muscles along his spine tense further.


Any one of them could be the enemy.


He tried to take a deep breath, but there was no air. He tried to walk away, but his feet were rooted in place. He tried to reason through what was no doubt another fucking panic attack, but reason had no place here.


He kept seeing the events of that night, over and over again in slow motion. Walking behind Teague and Devlin, singing that stupid goddamn song at the top of his lungs. The SUV screeching to a stop in front of them. The doors opening. The second he realized the guy had a fucking gun in his hand. He’d stumbled back, sure that this was it. The end. His life didn’t flash before his eyes like everyone said. No, all he could think was, What a fucking waste. And then Aiden hauled his ass to the ground and it was over.


A few minutes later, Devlin was dead and Cillian’s entire world was turned upside down.


Jesus. He slammed back into the brick wall, the impact shocking the stalled breath from his lungs. He wheezed, the black spots dancing before his eyes slowly abating. Goddamn it. First time in a month, and it happens in the middle of the fucking sidewalk.


By some miracle, either no one had seen it happen or no one gave a fuck that it was happening. He didn’t care which it was. All that mattered was that he could pick himself up and head home without having to answer any uncomfortable questions.


Home. What a joke.


The town house on Chestnut hadn’t felt like home in a long time, and he didn’t see that changing anytime soon. Things had been heading in that direction for a long time, but it seemed like he’d only woken up to it in the last few months. His siblings were near-strangers these days. His parents? They’d never been close to begin with, but his father now had a wall between him and the rest of the family that no one could get through. And his mother … Well, he barely exchanged two words with her these days because she was so busy throwing herself into one project after the next. She was there, but she wasn’t present.


And now he was getting maudlin. Some days he could barely stand to live inside his own skin, and today was shaping up to be one of them. Cillian scrubbed a hand over his face. Jameson’s might be uncomfortable for him to spend time in, but at least it held one of the happier memories. It was there that he’d spent the last hours of Devlin’s life bullshitting and fucking around.


Now that he thought about it, it was probably the last time he’d spent actual time with his other brothers, too. Sure, they’d all been present for Teague’s wedding, but that hardly counted. They’d been avoiding each other, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out why. The only one of them he saw with any regularity was Aiden, but as soon as the work was done, his oldest brother hightailed it off to God knew where. And Teague … Teague was fully occupied with his new wife. Cillian didn’t blame him for that, but there were days when he missed the bastard.


He focused on putting one foot in front of the other, each step creating some much-needed distance between him and the past. A fine sheen of sweat covered his skin, but there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about that right now. First, home. Second, a shower, as hot as he could stand it. Then … well, if the last nine months were any indication, then he’d spend most of the night lying on his back, staring at the ceiling. It was fucking pathetic.


The only time he’d actually slept through the night was when they had him drugged to the gills after he was shot. He reached up and touched the new scar. He might have slept, but the nightmares were worse while on meds than they were normally. Two nights of that was all he could take. After that, he chose to deal with the physical pain instead.


Enough.


The memory of what he and Olivia had done might be enough to get him through the night, though. She’d been so hot and free in his arms, and for the first time in longer than he cared to remember, he hadn’t been thinking about alliances or politics or death. He’d been so focused on making her go wild around his cock that there was no room for anything else.


It had been fucking glorious.


He walked through the front door of the town house, bracing himself for running into someone in his family.


Sure enough, as soon as he got to the top of the stairs, he was nearly run over by his baby sister, Keira. Baby? She was nineteen years old now.


“Keira.” Then he did a double take. “What the fuck is this?”


She wore shredded skinny jeans and a tank top that started its life as a T-shirt, nothing that would make him give her a second look … But the size of her pupils did. She was on something. He’d bet his favorite suit on it.


She lifted her chin. “I’m going out.”


“The hell you are.” He took in her bedhead that had to have taken her a hell of a long time to create, the dark eye shadow, and lipstick that on any other woman he would have called fuck-me red. Seeing it on his sister made him break out in hives. The reckless look on her face was even worse. “What are you on?”


Keira laughed. “Please. You’re not our father, and you can’t tell me what to do.” She shoved past him and wobbled down the stairs, bumping into the wall as she went. Cillian inhaled sharply. Vodka. That’s what he smelled on her breath. Drugs and alcohol. Shit.


“Keira!”


But she was gone, disappearing toward the back of the house—the better to sneak out without an escort. Fuck. He started to go after her, but his legs chose that moment to remind him that he was still shaky from the stupid goddamn panic attack. And what the hell was he going to do? He couldn’t help her. Hell, he could barely help himself.


He couldn’t just let her go by herself, though. He already had the blood of one sibling on his hands—another one might actually kill him. Cillian fished his phone out of his pocket and texted Liam. Keira’s heading out the back door.


A few seconds later, it chimed. On it.


Cillian sighed and walked to his room, managing not to run into anyone else. He stripped, leaving the clothing wadded up on the floor as he headed for the bathroom. He’d given up a lot of things since everything went to hell, but his suits were one thing he still clung to. There was nothing on this earth that could fool him into thinking he was in control like shielding himself in a perfectly fitting suit.


He turned the shower as hot as he could stand it and stepped beneath the spray. The shock of it hitting his skin centered him, which only made it clearer just how off-balance he’d been since he left Jameson’s. He wished he could blame it on Olivia and that goddamn sex. It wasn’t the truth. The snarly bartender, the panic attack, and his run-in with Keira were just the icing on the shit cake.


It didn’t matter.


Tomorrow was a new day, except nothing would change and he’d just be going through the motions all over again. Sometimes he felt like he was in a particularly brutal version of Groundhog Day, stuck in a wheel that would never stop spinning.


* * *


Olivia climbed out of the cab in a daze. She couldn’t believe she’d just gone there with Cillian O’Malley. She licked her lips, still tasting apple juice and him, and shivered. It was a onetime thing. It’ll never happen again.


As good as it was, he was the kind of trouble she couldn’t afford, even if she was in the market. Which she wasn’t. She nodded to herself and headed for the stairs up to her apartment. She had other priorities.


She was so tired, she almost missed the shadow detaching from the wall across from her apartment door. Olivia froze. “What are you doing here?”


“I wanted to see you.” Sergei’s low voice with his thick Russian accent used to make her feel safe. He was just as big and blond and brutal looking as he had been when she’d fallen in love with him, his nose broken one too many times to be rakish, his face that of a warrior. His sheer size was something that had attracted her to him in the first place, a wall between her and the speculative looks she started getting from Andrei Romanov’s men as soon as she turned eighteen. Sergei was the only one who’d looked at her like she was a person, and a special one at that. He made her feel like more than the bastard daughter of the patriarch of the Romanovs—what was left of them.


She’d been such an unforgivable idiot.


She crossed her arms over her chest, shifting so she could get to the gun in her purse if necessary. “Why don’t we try that again? What are you doing here, Sergei?” She went ramrod straight, all the lingering looseness in her body from her encounter with Cillian going up in smoke. “He sent you, didn’t he?”


“Your brother is worried about you.”


“Half brother.” A vital distinction. They might share the same father, but Olivia would never be a Romanov. The old hurt rose, the feeling of having no place of her own, but she forced it down. She wasn’t in that life anymore, and she wasn’t about to be dragged back in because Dmitri suddenly decided to remember that they were related. The Romanov name came with more strings attached to it than Pinocchio. She’d dodged a bullet by her father never officially acknowledging her as his child—and she fully planned to keep on dodging it for the rest of her life.


She had to figure out what Sergei—and by association, Dmitri—was here for so she could get them both back out of her life. “For the last time, what do you want?”


“You know what I want.” The look on his face said it all. Her. But that ship had sailed two years ago, and it wasn’t coming back—ever. He knew it. He had to know it. He might pretend he could go back in time and regain her trust, but it wasn’t happening. Olivia had been fooled once, but she’d never put him in the position where he could hurt her like that again. From his muttered curse, he read that knowledge from her expression. “I want to see Hadley.”


No way. Not my daughter.


Olivia stopped short, clamping her lips shut around the instinctive denial. Hadley was hers. Where had he been for the last year while she’d been struggling to make ends meet? Off with Dmitri, probably torturing small animals and beating the crap out of helpless people.


Okay, that wasn’t fair, but she wasn’t feeling all that fair when it came to Sergei. She had no doubt that he loved their daughter as much as he was able, just like she had no doubt that he’d loved her, too. She also knew that he’d put a bullet in both their brains and throw their bodies into the river if Dmitri commanded it. Sergei might—might—feel bad about doing it, but he’d do it all the same. The Romanovs were his end-all, be-all, and nothing could compare to that.


If he was really here to see Hadley, he wouldn’t be showing up at one in the morning. “She’s sleeping. Her bedtime is eight.” Olivia hesitated. Every instinct demanded that she do whatever it took to see the last of him once and for all, but she was afraid that was her hurt talking. Like it or not, he was Hadley’s father. She cleared her throat. “If you really want to see her, you can come by in the morning.”


“I will.” He looked away, his Russian accent getting thicker. “But I am not here only for you.”


Of course he wasn’t. She should have known better than to think he’d shown up after twelve months of silence just to say hello. “Tell Dmitri to leave me alone. He doesn’t want me in the damn family any more than I want to be there. He needs to let it go.” Maybe if she said the words enough times, he’d actually listen. She wasn’t holding her breath.


“He can’t do that and you know it.” Sergei still didn’t look at her. “He is not a patient man, Olivia.”


She knew that. Hell, she knew that better than most people. “I left all that behind when I moved away from New York.” She didn’t want it—any of it. She didn’t care that Andrei got terminally ill and suddenly had a change of heart about the bastard daughter he’d spent the last twenty-two years ignoring. She had no desire for a position within the Romanov empire or any of the so-called perks that came with it. The only thing Andrei had done that was less than despicable was making sure she had a roof over her head and didn’t starve while growing up. The bare minimum for survival. She didn’t owe him anything, and she sure as hell didn’t want any of his guilt-driven gifts.


Was she being stubborn? Hell yes. She and Hadley were doing just fine without touching the money Andrei had put in an account for her—especially since she couldn’t touch it without agreeing to everything else he’d wanted from her before he died.


“I don’t want the money, and I don’t want anything to do with the Romanovs.”


“That’s not what Andrei wanted.”


And that was the crux of it. Dmitri loved his father. It was one of the only redeeming things about him, for all that Andrei hadn’t been a saint. He wanted to honor Andrei’s last wishes, whether he agreed with them or not. She got that. She just wasn’t willing to sacrifice both her and Hadley’s future to please a dead man.


Olivia took a deep breath, counted to three, and exhaled. Yelling at Sergei wasn’t going to do a damn thing. She looked up at him, suddenly so tired she had to fight to keep from weaving on her feet. “Tell Dmitri that my leaving is the best thing that could have happened for either of us. He doesn’t want me in New York. I don’t want to be in New York. He tried to bring me into the fold like our father wanted, and as far as I’m concerned, he’s done his duty.” There would be no going back—not for her, and certainly not for Hadley. She’d fought too long and hard to put that life behind her, and get to a point where she could raise Hadley in a household that didn’t think everything from tax evasion to torture to downright murder was acceptable as long as their bottom line was met. A family who’d do anything for a little bit more power. She might not be rolling in the cash the way Dmitri and his people were, but it was an acceptable tradeoff as far as Olivia was concerned.


Sergei shook his head. “Livie … that’s not good enough, and you know it.”


Yeah, she did. But she had to try. All Olivia had ever wanted was to grow up normal, and she had the chance to do that for her daughter. Going back to New York wasn’t an option. She slid past him to her door. “Good night, Sergei. I don’t want to see you around here again unless you’re actually deciding to be a father. Dmitri can send someone else to be his errand boy.” She walked into her apartment without another word and quietly closed the door behind her.


It wouldn’t be that easy. Dmitri excelled at pushing people’s buttons, and Sergei was a giant one when it came to Olivia. She could barely look at his face without being transported back to that idiot girl she’d been when she thought that he’d leave with her. That he’d step up as father to their child after the initial surprise of the pregnancy. That he’d be the only person in her life who’d actually put her before the Romanov bottom line.


He hadn’t, and she’d barely gotten out as a result.


Except she hadn’t gotten out. Not really.




CHAPTER THREE


By the time dinner was ready the next night, Olivia felt like she’d run a marathon. Two marathons. She’d spent the day with Hadley, cleaning and doing laundry and trying her best to stay busy so she didn’t keep double-checking to make sure the lock was secured on their front door. She knew all too well that the flimsy mechanism wouldn’t do a damn thing to stop Sergei if he put his mind to it, but it still helped. “Dinner’s ready, baby girl.”


Hadley toddled into the kitchen, a bright grin on her face. “Mama!”


This is why I’m doing it. This is why I can’t take the money and I can’t let Dmitri have his way. Not this time. “We’re going all out tonight. Chicken nuggets and apple slices.” She lifted Hadley onto her booster seat at the small two-person table and set her sippy cup full of milk and her plate in front of her.


It didn’t matter how hard her life was sometimes—it was all worth it when her daughter gave her that smile, like chicken nuggets were the greatest gift she’d ever received.


She sat down across from Hadley, nibbling on a piece while she monitored her daughter’s progress. Sometimes she ate like she was starving to death, but more often than not lately, she seemed to pick at it or half the food would end up on the floor. It’s just a stage. Knowing that didn’t stop the worry from lingering in the back of her mind that Hadley wasn’t getting enough to eat.


A knock on the door had her climbing reluctantly to her feet. Their neighbor Mrs. Richards watched Hadley when Olivia was at work. She wanted to sit here all night and just be, but that wasn’t an option.


She had to go so she could pay their bills.


Because she was absolutely not taking any money from Dmitri. Goddamn Romanovs and their goddamn money and power plays.


She slipped out while Hadley was occupied, pausing to whisper, “Thanks,” to Mrs. Richards. Some days Hadley was fine with her leaving—or barely noticed at all—but Olivia didn’t want to make things harder on the older woman than she had to. Mrs. Richards squeezed her shoulder and smiled, and then headed for the kitchen.


Olivia grabbed her purse and headed out. She locked the door behind her, the small hairs on the back of her neck rising, though she didn’t actually see anything suspicious. That didn’t stop her from looking over her shoulder more times than she could count on her way to work. There was no sign of Sergei, but she swore she could feel his eyes on her.


Maybe I should have called in and stayed home with Hadley.


“Hey, Olivia.”


She pasted a smile on her face for Benji. It wasn’t his fault she was in a foul mood. Not to mention—as if she needed yet another reminder—this job paid her bills. Pissing off her boss was a good way to get her ass kicked to the curb. “Hey, Benji. Slow night?”


“It’ll pick up.” He filled a drink order, each movement so natural it was obvious he’d spent years behind this bar. “If you want to grab another case of Bud, that’d be great.”


“Sure thing.” She didn’t mind hauling things from the industrial-sized walk-in fridge in the back. It gave her some much-needed time to compose herself. Olivia ducked through the door leading back to the supply rooms and then into the fridge itself. She closed her eyes and inhaled the icy air. It would be okay. She’d figure this mess out. She just needed time.


The problem was that time might be the one thing she didn’t have.


Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and she cursed when she saw Sergei’s name on the screen. I don’t have it in me to deal with this tonight.


She headed back out to the bar area. A group of tourists huddled around a table, pressed closely together as they flipped through pictures on a tiny camera screen, and a set of businessmen at the bar who’d obviously just gotten finished with work, though they hadn’t left the job at the office if their conversation was anything to go by. And, finally, tucked in the back corner was a couple so focused on each other, Olivia was pretty sure she could dance naked around the room and neither of them would pay her the slightest bit of attention.


The thought of dancing naked brought back memories of him. Cillian. She’d been so busy with the mess of Sergei and worrying about Hadley being a picky eater that she hadn’t had a spare minute to really consider the possible consequences of her actions.


Okay, that was a lie.


She crouched down behind the bar and started unloading beer bottles. It was mindless work, for which she was grateful. She wasn’t ready to face actual customers yet.


“I know you don’t like me much, sweetheart, but hiding behind the bar is a new low.”


Oh God. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and opened them again. Sure enough, Cillian was still there, peering over the bar at her, his dark eyes lightly mocking. Her body burned, the taste of him filtering through her memory as if it had been seconds since he’d kissed her, minutes since he was inside her, instead of a little less than twenty-four hours.


She shoved to her feet. “What are you doing here?”


“Your customer service is seriously lacking.” He leaned back, his gaze skating over her in a move she could almost feel. It made her reconsider her clothing—a worn pair of perfectly faded shorts over black tights, her spiked knee-high combat boots, and her favorite white T-shirt—which only served to irritate the hell out of her. She’d been comfortable when she left the house, and now she wasn’t. The fact that he didn’t have to say a single thing to make her skin heat just aggravated her further.
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