



[image: Cover Image]






Katee Robert learned to tell stories at her grandpa’s knee. Her favorites then were the rather epic adventures of The Three Bears, but at age twelve she discovered romance novels and never looked back.


Though she dabbled in writing, life got in the way – as it often does – and she spent a few years traveling, living in both Philadelphia and Germany. In between traveling and raising her two wee ones, she had the crazy idea that she’d like to write a book and try to get published.


Her first novel was an epic fantasy that, God willing, will never see the light of day. From there, she dabbled in YA and horror, before finally finding speculative romance. Because, really, who wouldn’t want to write entire books about the smoking-hot relationships between two people?


She now spends her time – when not lost in Far Reach worlds – playing imaginary games with her wee ones, writing, ogling men, and planning for the inevitable zombie apocalypse.


Visit Katee Robert online:


www.kateerobert.com


www.facebook.com/AuthorKateeRobert


www.twitter.com/katee_robert




The O’Malley series by Katee Robert


The Marriage Contract


The Wedding Pact


An Indecent Proposal


Forbidden Promises


Undercover Attraction






[image: image]







Copyright


Published by Piatkus


ISBN: 978-0-349-41819-3


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © 2017 Katee Hird


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Piatkus


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




This one’s for you, dear readers.




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


It doesn’t matter if it’s my first book or my twenty-eighth—the process is never the same, and some are more difficult than others. Thank you to God for making every story new and fresh and an adventure.


Endless thanks to Leah Hultenschmidt for helping to make this book shine. Aiden was a challenge to get out of his shell, and your input was invaluable. Thank you to the rest of the team at Forever for your endless support. The O’Malleys series wouldn’t be half so successful without all you do behind the scenes.


Thank you to Danielle Barclay of Barclay Publicity for your support for all things promotional. I’d be lost without you.


A massive hug and thank-you to my readers. This series wouldn’t be on the map if it wasn’t for you, and getting to share Aiden’s story has been so much fun. I hope he was worth the wait!


Last, but never least, thank you and endless love to Tim and the rest of the family. They say it takes a village to raise a kid, and it takes at least that many people to make sure life doesn’t fall apart while I’m drafting a book with a rowdy toddler.




CHAPTER ONE


Something’s coming.


Charlie Moreaux, formerly Charlotte Finch, tucked a strand of long white-blond hair behind her ear, narrowing her eyes. This time of night, the party should have been in full swing, everyone a little too drunk, a little too loud. Instead, people kept to their tables and talked in low voices. It created a dull roar within the faded wood-paneled walls of the bar, but nothing close to what it would have been on any other weekend night. She picked her way around the full tables, ignoring the handful of regulars who tried to catch her eye.


Jacques nodded at her. The old man had taken a liking to her from the first time she’d wandered in here, scraping rock bottom and halfway down the road to drinking herself to death. He was the one who’d pulled her back into the land of the living, who’d inadvertently put her on the path to retribution.


Charlie leaned against the bar. “Weird mood tonight.”


“It’s a full moon.”


No one tracked full moons like ER nurses and bartenders.


Jacques poured two healthy shots of whiskey and set one on the faded wood of the bar in front of her. “You’re as edgy as they are.”


“Yeah, I know. No specific reason.” She downed the whiskey, but the warmth curling through her stomach did nothing to battle her nerves. Intuition or superstition, she couldn’t shake the feeling of fate hurtling down the tracks, pointed directly at her.


Her first clue that something had gone wrong was a hush falling in a wave through the room. Charlie didn’t spin around, despite the feeling of eyes on her. Her attention fell to Jacques, as still as a rabbit facing down a wolf. He spoke low, but the words reached her easily in the new quiet of the bar. “You know I love you, girl, but you’re gonna have to take this one outside.”


I was right. Trouble’s come, and it’s here for me.


She turned slowly, still fighting against the instinct to spin, and propped her elbows on the bar as if she hadn’t noticed the change in the room. Trouble stood in the doorway, his broad shoulders filling the frame. The neon lights of the bar signs didn’t quite reach his face, though they highlighted his square jaw. She didn’t have to see his eyes to know he was looking at her.


She could feel it. And the danger was just as intense as it had been a year ago when he’d first come to find her.


Aiden O’Malley.


“I’ll take care of it.” Charlie put enough authority into her voice that Jacques wouldn’t question her. This was her problem, and she wasn’t about to bring the old bartender into it. She shrugged a little, testing the weight of her holster beneath her leather jacket.


She pushed away from the bar, stalking toward Aiden. In her six-inch heels, she was almost his height, but even the fancy suit didn’t hide the fact that he was cut. It wasn’t just the size of his shoulders. It was in the way his thigh muscles pressed against his slacks when he shifted. Utterly cold and contained, he watched her watch him.


Standing across from him made her feel . . . vulnerable. She didn’t like that. She didn’t like that shit one bit. “Outside,” she snapped.


He took a step back and then another, allowing her to lead him outside and down the street.


Aiden kept his hands at his sides and away from any weapon he had on him. It was designed to make her feel at ease, but it only ramped up her tension. The man had come here for her. Pretending that he wasn’t dangerous just meant he wanted her to underestimate him.


Fat chance of that happening.


Charlie wrapped her arms around herself, sliding her fingers along the butt of her 9mm. The feeling of metal warmed by her body comforted her. She’d defended herself before against worse than Aiden and his bodyguard. She could do it again if she had to. “Why are you here?” Why now? Why wait an entire year to come back around?


“I said I’d be back for you. And now it’s time. We’re going to take down Romanov—together.”


The old anger that she’d never quite escaped rose, threatening to drown her. She made herself let go of her gun and drop her arms to make sure she didn’t do something regrettable, like shoot this damn idiot who’d decided to walk into her life to throw her past in her face. “Maybe I’ve gotten over it and moved on with my life.”


She hadn’t. She didn’t think she’d ever be able to move past what Dmitri Romanov had done. She’d spent the last twelve months poking at the few people on the force who’d actually still talk to her, but no one could—or would—answer her questions on why it was taking so long to build a case against the Russian crime lord who ruled the city.


He’d never see trial. Not for what he’d done to others, and sure as hell not for what he’d done to her.


Four years. An eternity and no time at all. Cops had long memories, and there wasn’t a single one in the NYPD who thought she was innocent. How could they when the evidence was so damning?


So, no, she hadn’t gotten over it.


Aiden’s green eyes flicked over her face, taking in every response, though she’d long ago trained herself not to give anything away. “I don’t believe it.”


“I could care less what you believe.” There were several reasons the head of one of Boston’s Irish organized-crime families would be in a shitty little bar in New York seeking her out, and none of them were good for her. Charlie turned to him, taking in the slight tension in his shoulders that hadn’t been there when he’d first shown up. Don’t like being told no, do you?


Well, too damn bad for him. “For the last time, why are you here? Why me?”


* * *


Aiden O’Malley figured he should be grateful Charlotte hadn’t pulled the gun on him that she kept touching like a security blanket. He hadn’t really thought she’d fall all over herself to agree to help him—especially since she hadn’t called him once during the last twelve months—but her cutting through all his bullshit didn’t bode well.


He’d never had a problem getting people to do exactly what he wanted—whether he needed to force them or they only required a subtle nudge—but he couldn’t do that with Charlotte Finch. He needed her to agree to help him of her own free will, or a vital part of his plan would fall to pieces.


It had taken him twelve months to get his dominoes in place and ready to knock down. The balance of power between the three Boston ruling families—the O’Malleys, the Hallorans, and the Sheridans—was as stable as it would ever be. The feds had backed off enough that he could breathe. Even Dmitri Romanov had been lulled into a false truce at the chance of bringing down a new player in the game.


The Eldridges.


They couldn’t have timed their power grab better if Aiden had conjured them himself. All of it added up to a confrontation he knew he could win—if he played his cards right, he could remove the threat of both Romanov and the feds in a single strike.


But to do it, he needed Charlotte.


So he weighed his odds and, after careful consideration, decided being blunt was his best option. “You’re familiar with the Eldridge operations.” She’d worked the organized-crime unit in the NYPD, so there was no way she didn’t know about them, at least in passing, but she wasn’t going to trust him if he didn’t slow-play this.


If she was smart, she wouldn’t trust him even then.


Her step hitched almost imperceptibly. “They’re run by Alethea Eldridge and her daughter, Mae. Scary, scary ladies, who have a habit of making their competition disappear, though no one has ever been able to put together enough evidence to pin anything on them. Their main income is from drugs—heroin mostly—though they dabble in gunrunning and human trafficking when it suits their purposes. They’re small players in the overall New York scene.”


“Not anymore. Romanov has made a deal with them—a deal he has no intention of following through on.” Or so said the dossier Aiden had gotten from Jude MacNamara. Yes, he’d sold his sister Sloan for information on his enemy—a weight he’d never truly be free of. It didn’t matter that Sloan had chosen Jude. If Aiden had paid better attention, she wouldn’t have been put in that situation to begin with.


He wouldn’t allow it to happen with his youngest sister, Keira.


He didn’t trust this unexpected opportunity from Romanov any more than he trusted anything in life, but he’d be a fool to pass up the chance to put his plan into motion.


“How could you possibly know what Romanov intends?”


“It doesn’t matter how. All that matters is that it’s the truth.” He understood her disbelief. Dmitri Romanov was about as easy to pin down as smoke. Aiden had spent the last twelve months verifying Jude’s information and looking for other options, but Romanov wasn’t the kind of man to leave bread crumbs that could be connected to him and his operations. Even with the sheer amount of intel Jude had on him, there was nothing concrete that could be used against him.


Or there hadn’t been until Romanov himself called Aiden.


Charlotte paused, and he stopped next to her. There was a distant look in her blue eyes. “Even if it’s true, I don’t see how I play into it.”


“You know the Eldridges. You know Romanov. You know what they will or won’t do in any given situation.”


“So do quite a few other people.”


She wasn’t saying no, so he pressed. “None of those people are as uniquely motivated as you are in seeing Dmitri Romanov taken out at the knees. The O’Malley family barely registers on your radar. You have no reason to double-cross me, because I’ll be giving you what you desire above all else.”


“And, pray tell, what is that?”


She didn’t know it yet, but he had her—hook, line, and sinker. Aiden just had to reel her in. “Justice.”


* * *


Justice.


The word rang through Charlie like a bell, and something deep inside her responded. For whatever reason, this man wanted Romanov’s downfall as much as she did—possibly more, if he was scraping the bottom of the barrel for her help.


She knew what her dad would say. John Finch had a very low opinion of anyone even remotely connected with organized crime, and Aiden O’Malley was the head of his family. He’s as much a snake as Romanov, and getting into bed with one evil to bring down another won’t solve anything.


That didn’t change the truth.


And the damn truth was that she’d been living half a life for four years. Even after Jacques saved her and gave her a purpose, no matter how small, she still hadn’t bounced back. The drive she’d had ever since she was a child—the desire to be a force of good in the world and to stop bad people from doing bad things—it was gone. It’d disappeared right around the time that Romanov won.


The bad guys won.


She’d learned the hard way that life wasn’t a fairy tale, and good didn’t always triumph over evil. Sometimes a compelling lie was sought above a harsh truth.


“I’ll do it.” She didn’t give herself a chance to think too hard on it. Her dad had stopped being proud of her four years ago. One more disappointment wasn’t going to break him.


Probably.


He hadn’t been able to salvage her reputation after she was branded a dirty cop. No one inside the law had. If Charlie couldn’t fix that, at least she could ensure that Romanov went down in flames as retribution.


She pressed her lips together. “What, exactly, am I agreeing to do?”


Aiden moved to a dark town car that had pulled up, and opened the back door. “Get in and I’ll tell you everything.” When she hesitated, he gave a mirthless smile. “Look around, Charlotte. If I was up to no good, I could have hurt you at any time.”


“Charlie.” She’d responded without thinking, even as she did what he said. They’d wandered several blocks away from the bar. He could have cut her throat right here and no one would have sprung to assist her—and they certainly wouldn’t have talked to the cops if they’d seen something. Even if Jacques had sent Billy out after her, they were too far away for him to rescue her.


Just as well. She didn’t need rescuing. “I don’t trust you.”


“You shouldn’t.”


Somehow, that eased her distrust a little. His offer—whatever it entailed—wasn’t too good to be true. Enemy of her enemy or not, this man was not a good man.


I’m not much of a good woman anymore, either. She’d tried—tried so damn hard it’d almost killed her—but when push came to shove, the very justice system in place to protect the innocent had worked against her.


She lost everything as a result—because of Romanov.


She climbed into the backseat and scooted over so Aiden could join her. He dominated the small space in a way he hadn’t on the street, and she realized he’d been containing himself. Even now, he hadn’t exactly let himself off the leash, but he’d stopped trying so hard.


Or maybe this is just another version of Aiden O’Malley—this one designed to put me at ease.


She couldn’t trust the change. She couldn’t trust him.


She took a short breath, inhaling his clean scent, which made her think of snow-topped mountains—beautiful and clear and deadly to anyone who tried to conquer them. “I won’t kill anyone.” She wasn’t that far gone.


He chuckled, the sound curling through the space between them like a living thing. “Believe me, if that was my main goal, I have several people better suited.” He shot her a look. “Theoretically, of course.”


“Theoretically. Sure.” She looked around the inside of the town car. It reeked of understated wealth. The leather seats were as soft as butter, and there was a retractable window between the backseat and the driver. With it raised, she couldn’t see more than an outline of the man’s head. It was entirely possible they were taking her to a secondary location for nefarious purposes, but Aiden had had a point earlier. Knowing that he could have tried to kill her several times over during their walk shouldn’t have comforted her—but it did.


Charlie leaned back against the seat, rotating to face him fully. “You have me alone and at your mercy. Enough circling. What, exactly, do you want from me?”


Heat flared in his eyes, a fierce flame of interest that she’d have to be extremely naive to misinterpret. He banked it almost immediately, the cool mask back in place, but it had been there. She was sure of it.


Aiden looked out the window. “As I said, I need your information, and I need you to be a distraction.”


“A distraction.” What the hell was he talking about?


“Yes.” His mouth tightened. “I need my enemies—our enemies—to underestimate both of us.”


She tensed. “If you need a distraction, then you should have hired someone better suited to the job. I’m not a sideshow circus freak.”


“I’m aware.” He finally looked at her again, and his expression was no less intense, for all that he seemed to be trying to rein himself in. “There is no one else, Charlie. You know the players, and you know what’s at risk if we fail. As a relative unknown in this game, you can move through them without raising suspicions. But you have a brain.” He reached out and touched her temple.


She swatted him away, not liking the fact that she could feel his finger against her skin even after he no longer touched her.


Even as a so-called distraction, it didn’t make sense that he’d need her. But she hadn’t made much progress in her own investigation, though she’d had access to several decades’ worth of police files. Charlie narrowed her eyes. It would be child’s play for Aiden to get a hold of those files. If he didn’t have ins with the NYPD, his family did with the Boston cops. All it would take was a favor asked by one of the cops on his payroll and he’d have all the information she had—more, since there had undoubtedly been new information in the last four years.


It didn’t make any more sense than his supposedly needing her to be a distraction did.


There was something there, something she was missing. She crossed her legs. “Elaborate.” The more she got him talking, the better chance she had of figuring out his true purpose in inviting her into his game.


“Romanov wants my baby sister. The reasons behind it are complicated, but the end result is that if I push back, he will take us to war, and both New York and Boston will bleed as a result. While there are benefits to war, our family has lost more than its fair share in casualties, and I refuse to lose another person.”


It sounded quite noble . . . if she forgot who she was talking to.


Aiden O’Malley and Dmitri Romanov were two sides of the same coin. Aiden wasn’t some white knight charging in to deliver justice to her out of the goodness of his heart. She hadn’t been able to find out much about the O’Malleys, but they had a reputation for being ruthless and they’d ruled one-third of Boston’s underground for a few generations, which was impressive when considering how often power changed hands in other cities. She studied his button-down shirt, taking in the cuff links glinting at his wrists. Cuff links, for God’s sake. “I’m still missing the part where you need me.”


He met her gaze directly. “You’ll be my fiancée.”


“Are you out of your goddamn mind? Getting married is your brilliant plan? That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”


“Calm down. I’m not actually marrying you, so you can get that look off your face. The only way you can move freely—relatively speaking—in my world is if you’re mine. A girlfriend won’t cut it—an engagement is required.”


“Don’t tell me to calm down.” She made an effort to smooth out her tone. They’d been talking a grand total of ten minutes, and the fact that he’d had every emotion and reaction locked down only made her feel crazier. “I don’t want to move in your world.”


He didn’t seem too bothered by her shock and denial. “If people think that it’s a whirlwind romance, they’ll believe that I’m thinking with my cock instead of my brain. The frenzy at the beginning of a relationship distracts even the most focused person, and Romanov will know it—and underestimate the situation as a result. You’ll have to be convincing, of course. Not even my family can know your true purpose there.”


It was an effort to pick her jaw up off the floor. She’d known he was desperate—he’d have to be to come to her twice—but she hadn’t reckoned on him being insane. “No one is going to believe for a second that you fell head over heels for a cop—”


“Dirty cop, according to your record, and that’s if anyone digs deeply enough to figure out that you aren’t Charlie Moreaux.”


She ignored that. “Even if they did believe that, there’s still the complete fiction that we’re in love. No. Absolutely not. There has to be another way.” She pinched the bridge of her nose, thinking hard. “Your bodyguard. I can be your bodyguard.”


“Out of the question. My family would be less likely to believe that I replaced Liam than they would be that I fell for a former dirty cop—and Romanov certainly wouldn’t buy it. Not to mention, bringing in outside security is a giant red flag that would have him watching me more closely instead of less.”


“I don’t care. Figure out something else.”


Aiden studied her. “What is it about being my fiancée that bothers you so much?”


She didn’t even know where to start, so she went with the first thing to pop into her head. “How about the fact that I’m not going to sleep with you?”


He barked out a laugh. “You don’t have to sleep with me, Charlie. You just have to pretend.” Just like that, all amusement was gone from his face, the intensity of his eyes leaving her breathless. He reached across the meager distance between them and captured her chin. Her heart tried to beat out of her chest as he leaned forward until his breath ghosted across her lips. “No one would believe for a second that I’d wait for marriage to have you in my bed, and so you’ll be in my bed. But I won’t touch you without permission.”


She licked her lips, her skin too tight, her nipples pebbling until they almost hurt. If he’d looked down, he would have seen them pressing against the thin fabric of her shirt. But Aiden didn’t look down, didn’t drag his gaze away from her lips. His voice dropped to something akin to a growl. “It’s just pretend, Charlie. You can pretend to want me, can’t you?”


She squeezed her thighs together, but the move did nothing to alleviate the ache growing between them. Oh God. She tried counting to ten, but lost her place halfway through. There was only Aiden and his clear mountain scent filling the back of the town car.


He won’t touch me without permission. Do not give him permission. Some things you can’t come back from.


She held perfectly still, a rabbit in a trap, and when she spoke, she was pathetically grateful that she sounded mostly unaffected. “I think I’ll manage.”


“Good.” His lips curved a little. “Then we can begin.”




CHAPTER TWO


The next day, the first order of business was getting Charlie clothed appropriately. Aiden had dispatched Liam to take her shopping, which was a chore on multiple levels. He’d seen the hesitance in her face at the thought of spending his money, but he’d argued that she had to present a particular look if she was going to play in his world. Liam would ensure that she spent enough and didn’t try to take the easy way out. Aiden would have asked for his sister Carrigan’s assistance, but they were barely on speaking terms at this point. He couldn’t quite forgive her for being the reason the family was in this precarious position with Romanov in the first place, even if he was happy she’d found love.


A family of traitors. That’s all we are.


Cillian caught him as he walked through the front door. His youngest brother was dressed in his usual three-piece suit, tattoos peeking out at his neck and wrists. “Where have you been? You were supposed to be back last night—”


“I got caught up.” Aiden nodded to the man at Cillian’s back—Mark Neale, one of their hired men. “Bring Keira to the office immediately.”


Cillian stopped short, horror suffusing his face. “No. Aiden, you didn’t. Tell me you didn’t.”


It stung that his brother had immediately jumped to the worst-case scenario, even if that was exactly what Aiden wanted him to believe. Always so willing to cast me as a knockoff version of our father. He couldn’t let the opinion of his siblings affect his plans, though. They’d see the truth when the time came—and not a second before.


“Office. Now.” He injected a bit of the forbidding tone their father had always used to get immediate obedience. He’d be damned before he let Cillian contradict him in the middle of the foyer. His brother didn’t mean it as a way of undermining Aiden’s tenuous hold on power, but there were men who worked for them who might interpret it that way. A unified front was the only thing that would see them through this until the threats of Romanov and the Eldridges were removed.


Cillian barely waited for the office door to close before he was in Aiden’s face. “I have done everything you asked of me and more, and never once did we agree on giving Keira to that monster. Christ, Aiden, she’s a kid. He’ll eat her alive.”


He won’t have her.


He couldn’t say it, couldn’t tip his hand in the least. Cillian was as trustworthy as they came, but he was well on his way to being married to Dmitri Romanov’s half sister. Olivia claimed she wanted nothing to do with Dmitri, but she still allowed him access to her two-year-old daughter, Hadley, on a regular basis. Aiden didn’t think his brother or future sister-in-law would betray him … but he couldn’t risk it.


Not with the number of lives at stake.


So he let his face fall into the familiar cold lines, the mask of the new leader of the O’Malley family. “You aren’t the one who makes that decision.”


Cillian fell back a step. “You’re fucking kidding me. What the hell did Dmitri say in that meeting that was tantalizing enough to get you to agree to this? Why now, when you’ve held him off for a goddamn year?”


I got an opportunity that I couldn’t pass up. He couldn’t say it aloud. Every part of this plan depended on a precarious balance that anything could upset. Dmitri needed to believe the lie, so that meant Aiden’s family needed to believe the lie as well. “Keira is an adult. She’s more than capable of meeting the demands of the family.” As if I’d actually ask that of her. Aiden had seen all too clearly the pain and suffering that came from arranged marriages, and he had no intention of subjecting his baby sister to it.


“Sure. Whatever the hell you say—because that’s worked out so well for the rest of our sisters.” Cillian shook his head. “You’re going to lose her, too, Aiden. We’re going to lose her.”


Not if I can help it. He slid his hands into his pockets, the very picture of polite disinterest. “She’ll be here shortly. Can you contain yourself, or do I need to ask you to wait outside?”


The look his brother gave him was filled to the brim with disgust and disappointment, the twin judgments lodging in Aiden’s throat like a blade.


“I’ll keep my mouth shut like a good boy.” Cillian dropped into one of the chairs in front of the desk.


“Good.” It didn’t matter what Cillian thought of him. All that mattered was the end goal. If his remaining family despised him by the time that came around … so be it. At least they’d be alive to hate him.


The door opened, and Keira stumbled in. She looked like shit, dark circles beneath her eyes, her face drawn from losing weight that she couldn’t afford to lose, her hair wild and uncombed. She blinked dilated eyes at him, none of her usual arrogance present. “I take it my time is up.”


“Sit.” He motioned to the empty chair.


Some of the customary fire sparked in her eyes. “I’ll stand.”


There was no delicate way to put this, and she wouldn’t thank him for trying to sugarcoat it. “We’re in talks regarding you marrying Dmitri Romanov. Negotiations will begin shortly for the wedding itself and the living arrangements. I suspect, having waited this long, Romanov will want to expedite things.”


He watched her, fully expecting a meltdown. Keira wasn’t exactly the most even-keeled and obedient of his siblings. It would have been so easy to pull her aside, to tell her that he had no intention of letting Romanov lay his filthy hands on her, but he needed her and everyone else in his family to respond authentically every step of the way. That meant no one could know the truth.


But his baby sister just shrugged, like this was exactly what she’d expected. “Okay.”


He exchanged a look with Cillian, and the fury his brother was directing at him was stifling. Aiden took a deep breath. “Good. You’re under house arrest until this is ironed out.”


That got a response. Her chin jerked up, her shoulders going back. “Fuck that.”


“It’s nonnegotiable. You’re putting yourself in danger every time you go to one of those goddamn parties, and it ends now.” Frankly, he was a little surprised that Romanov hadn’t just taken Keira. He could have last year when he’d delivered her to their front door, a warning no one dared ignore. That he hadn’t taken her indicated he was playing a deeper game than any of them could begin to guess.


After that little incident, Aiden had put Mark on Keira’s detail. They’d never lost her again, and since he always knew where she was, he hadn’t been required to curtail her nighttime wanderings.


Things had changed. “I’ll nail your window shut myself if I have to, but you’re not leaving this house without an escort.”


Something like panic bled into her voice. “Don’t put me on house arrest, Aiden. Please.”


He remembered all too well what she’d threatened to do the last time he’d issued the same command. Aiden crossed to her and put his hands on her shoulders. She felt so terrifyingly frail, like she might shatter into a million pieces if he hugged her too hard. “It’s only for a little while—and only at night. Take an escort and you can go wherever you damn well please during the day. But Keira”—he waited for her to meet his eyes before he continued—“the second you ditch your protection duty, that privilege is gone. This is not a game, and I’m not making idle threats.”


Her hazel eyes filled with tears, making him feel like the biggest asshole in existence. He didn’t let that sway him, though. Her safety was more important than her freedom. Finally, she jerked out of his hold. “I hate you.”


“I know.” He’d do more to deserve that hate before this thing was through.


* * *


Charlie tried very, very hard not to think about the sheer amount of money she’d spent that day. Every time she’d balked, that bastard Liam had all but dragged her into another store and thrown her to the mercy of the salespeople there.


And they’d had none.


She ran her hand down her thigh, a small, stupid part of her thrilled at how soft the fabric of her dress felt. It was a deep purple, a simple sheath that she’d been assured was the height of fashion right now. She didn’t know much about that, but the price tag would have paid her rent for a month. Who the hell had that kind of money to spend on clothes?


Criminals.


Like the one who had her panting after him like some kind of fool. He hadn’t taken advantage of it last night, but that was more about his restraint than her morals. If he’d kissed me …


Her body flushed hot at the thought, and she had to fight not to squirm. This wasn’t her. Sex had a place, and she indulged whenever her hormones got too out of control, but it was always with appropriate men. Safe men.


Aiden O’Malley was many things, but appropriate didn’t begin to enter into the equation, and safe wasn’t even in the same universe. He was dangerous in ways that had nothing to do with the family he was born into, and everything to do what how he frayed her control without even trying. He was a man who inspired the kind of lust that left nothing but ash in its wake.


She had no intention of letting this devil’s bargain put her in the ground.


No, the only reason she was doing this was to see justice done when it came to Dmitri Romanov.


Justice sounds a whole lot like revenge.


She shoved the thought away. She’d deal with it when she was finally face-to-face with that monster. In the meantime, she had other things to worry about—like the fact that she was about to meet her fake fiancé’s family.


“We’re here.”


She jumped. The town house they’d pulled in front of was a monster. It reeked of money and pretentiousness, the massive front door sending a very clear message to people like her: You are not welcome. She didn’t come from money, but she’d encountered it enough to recognize it on sight.


I’ve a feeling we’re not in Kansas anymore.


Charlie climbed out of the town car, fighting the urge to throw herself into the backseat and demand that Liam take her back to New York. No matter what her former brothers in the NYPD thought of her, she wasn’t a coward. She could walk into this situation and be cool and collected, and not lose her head and do something stupid. She would.


Taking down Dmitri Romanov wouldn’t restore her good name, regain her father’s respect, or give her life back, but it was better than the alternative. Wasting her life away playing poker.


Before she could reconsider, she strode across the sidewalk and up the stairs. She hesitated for half a second, wondering if she should knock, but if she was supposedly Aiden O’Malley’s fiancée, this would be her home. She would rule at his side. Her stomach fluttered, but she wasn’t sure if it was nerves or flat-out fear.


This isn’t for real. I’m playing a part, not diving head-first into the dark side. Dad would—


But she couldn’t think about her father without her chest twisting into knots. There wasn’t a more by-the-book man than John Finch. For her father, there were no shades of gray—there was only black and white, right and wrong. He wouldn’t approve of this plan, and if he found out she was “engaged” to Aiden O’Malley, he might arrest her himself. She didn’t know what he’d charge her with, but her dad could be a genius when it came to the law.


“Charlotte?”


She realized she was standing on the top step, staring blankly at the massive door before her. Get it together. She dredged up a smile for Liam. “Charlie. Please. No one calls me Charlotte unless I’m in trouble.”


He nodded, but he studied her like she was a bug under a microscope. “You don’t have to do this, you know. He’d find another way if you changed your mind.”


She hadn’t known him long, but she recognized the words as the truth. Whatever Aiden’s endgame, he wouldn’t let a little speed bump like her bolting affect his plan. In reality, though, it wasn’t about him. It came down to her—her and Dmitri Romanov. She may have never met the man face-to-face, but she’d seen his dirty work the few short years she’d worked as a cop. She’d seen how he’d benefited from cops turning against everything they were supposed to stand for.


They chose that. Those cops compromised their honor of their own free will.


She knew that. Romanov hadn’t put a gun to their heads and forced them into anything—he’d just offered a truly outstanding amount of money for them to look the other way when it suited him.


It made her sick to think about.


“I know.” She gave Liam a weak smile. Then she took a deep breath, opened the door, and walked into the O’Malley home.


* * *


Keira O’Malley froze at the bottom of the stairs as the woman walked into their house like she owned the place. She was pretty in an alternative sort of way, her long white-blond hair pulled back to reveal that her temple was shaved on one side, and though she wore a designer dress, she didn’t look comfortable in it. More than that, though, she was a fucking stranger. “Who the hell are you?”


That was when she caught sight of Liam at the woman’s back. Keira waited, sure that he’d toss this chick out on her ass, but he just followed her inside and shut the door behind him. He shot Keira a look like she was the one out of line. “Keira, meet Charlotte—Charlie. This is Aiden’s fiancée. Charlie, this is Keira, Aiden’s youngest sister.”


Keira clutched at the banister to keep from toppling over. She searched Liam’s face, but there wasn’t any amusement to indicate that this was a goddamn joke. She shook her head, but it didn’t do a single thing to stop the rushing in her ears. Aiden’s fiancée? When had her brother found time to get engaged? Does everyone know about this except me?


She turned without another word and marched up the stairs. Every single fucking person in her family was looking out for themselves first. If Aiden thought she was going to sit here like a good girl until he shipped her off to be the slave-bride of Dmitri Romanov …


Her traitorous body warmed at the thought of what, exactly, would be required of her if she married Dmitri. He was beautiful in the way of fallen angels, even if he was an evil bastard. God had really broken the mold with that one—or he would have, if she believed in God anymore.


Something terrifyingly like a sob lurched in her chest, and she broke into a run the rest of the way to her room. No one called after her, no one chased her down to see if she was okay. It wasn’t self-pity that drove her to the window of her room and had her wrenching it open. It wasn’t.


That’s always been my problem. I feel too damn much.


Sometimes she feared all the feelings would suck her under and she’d never see the light again. The only thing that kept the sea at bay was the drugs and alcohol. She’d dialed it back a little—she’d had to because Aiden had cut off her money and she wasn’t desperate enough to trade other things for coke. But getting through the day stone-cold sober?


Out of the question.


Keira shimmied out the window, ripping her jeans in the process, but she managed to climb onto the fire escape that ran down the building a few feet over. It groaned beneath her weight, but it held, just like it always had. Through it all, one word drummed through her head in time with her heart. Free, free, free. It was a lie. Everything in that house was a lie these days.


Maybe it always had been.


She slowed her pace as she rounded the corner, keeping her head down, determined not to bring attention to herself. Despite what Aiden thought, she knew how to fly beneath notice when it suited her. Keira brought out her phone and scrolled through the handful of texted invitations tonight, and picked the closest one. She wasn’t trying to endanger herself, but staying in that house a second longer than necessary was more than she could bear.


It won’t be my house for much longer.


Marriage. She’d always known that was the role she would be required to play. She’d gone so far as to offer it last year when she’d witnessed Dmitri’s ultimatum. A small, dark part of her figured being a wife to that man was nothing more than she deserved. An even smaller part of her had flickered to life when she had gotten close to him those two times, but that flame had died when she realized that he wasn’t coming around for her. He was sending a message to her brother.


He didn’t want her. Not really. He needed her to secure his position—and to put her family in their place.


“Enough. I’m so goddamn tired of feeling sorry for myself.” Feeling anything at all, really.


She made good time walking to the party, slipping through the door and moving into the crowd that had already gathered. It was being held in the basement of an old club. She recognized about half the people there, though she’d never go so far as to call them friends. They were here for the same reason she was—to forget their shitty lives for a little bit.


A guy she’d seen around often enough that she should know his name approached, a broad grin on his face. “If it isn’t my favorite bitch.”


She accepted the vodka bottle he passed over, pausing to check the seal. It hadn’t been tampered with. That’s something, at least. She peeled off the plastic around the cap and nodded. “Thanks.”


“I know your rules.” He grinned, his gaze skating over her in a way that made her skin crawl. A year ago, maybe she would have taken him up on the nonverbal offer, but now she couldn’t trust that whoever she went home with wasn’t working for an enemy. And besides, after she’d gotten tangled up with Dmitri, no one had sparked her interest enough to risk it.


Keira wove through the crowd to the couches lining the wall. There were people fucking on most of them, but one was empty. She dropped onto the thin cushion and took a long pull off the bottle. Blessed burning shot down her throat and warmed her stomach in a way nothing else seemed to be able to. She took her first full breath since Aiden had called her into his office. But she hadn’t come here to think about that. She took another longer drink, her need to breathe battling with her need to forget.


“Keira O’Malley.”


She eyed the man who appeared at her side as she took another swig of vodka. He didn’t fit here. He was too still, too watchful. That would have given him away, even if his Russian accent hadn’t. She slowly lowered the bottle, barely resisting the urge to scan the room to see if he had come. It doesn’t matter. I hate him, remember?


Sure she did.


The man crossed his arms over his chest, and a flash of metal showed beneath his jacket. “Mr. Romanov would like to speak to you.”


“No.”


He gave a slow blink, like he wasn’t sure he’d heard her right. “That wasn’t a request.”


“I don’t care.” She studied the label on the vodka. It was cheap shit, tasting more like rubbing alcohol than the stuff her brother had in their liquor cabinet. When it was clear the man was about to threaten her, she pinned him with a look. “From what I understand, I’ll be marrying that Russian bastard. So let’s start this correctly. If he wants my presence, he can damn well tell me himself instead of sending one of his butchers to summon me like a naughty child.” Her words started slurring toward the end, but she bore down, forcing clarity for a few moments more. “You can pass that along—and tell him if he really wants my attention, he should bring some of the good stuff.” She motioned to the bottle. “Now get the fuck out of here. I’m tired of looking at your face.”


Dmitri Romanov might have tempted her once upon a time, but he was just another shade of O’Malley or Sheridan or Halloran. They were all the same, and she was so goddamn done with the petty power games.


There wasn’t a single thing he could do to her that hadn’t already been done.


She had nothing left to lose.




CHAPTER THREE


Charlie should have known how things were going to go after she met Aiden’s sister on the stairs. She might have taken a page from Keira’s book and fled, if Liam hadn’t been a wall at her back. His silence and strength were strangely comforting. He, at least, knew this thing for a fraud, and he was playing along. She’d do the same.


“Third door on the right.”


She followed his low instructions, her heels clicking on the tiled floor as she walked down the hall to the room he’d indicated. A fortifying breath did nothing to fortify her, so she walked through the door before she could talk herself out of it.


Aiden leaned on the edge of a giant desk that was almost perfectly clean. She’d have thought the lack of clutter meant he didn’t do work there, but Charlie suspected it was because Aiden was a control freak of epic proportions. She’d seen his type around the poker table—the man who uses masks to manipulate the people around him. He was the best buddy, the overwhelmed newbie, the blustering idiot, all depending on what would serve him best.


But the pros she knew looked like children playing pretend compared to Aiden O’Malley. The main skill Charlie had developed after she’d been so horrifyingly wrong about her brothers in blue was people-reading … and she couldn’t begin to guess what the real Aiden was like.


At the moment, he looked slightly rumpled, a few buttons of his shirt undone, his hair not quite perfect, as if he’d been running his hands through it. He went still as she walked toward him. “Charlie.” She heard the door shut behind her, but she had eyes only for him.


Pretend. It’s just pretend.


It didn’t feel very fake when he held a hand out to her and she crossed the room to take it. She had a vague impression of masculine colors on the wall and sturdy furniture, but she couldn’t take her gaze from him.


He took in her dress with a quick look, the heat in his green eyes banking just as quickly as it had last night. “I like it.”


“Thanks.” This felt too weird, especially considering why she was really here. Charlie looked around. “I met your sister when I walked through the door.”


“Keira.” He said her name on a sigh, the very picture of the beleaguered brother.


Real or pretend?


“She’s pissed at me right now, and I don’t expect that to change anytime soon.” Aiden motioned her closer and took her hand again, running his thumb over her knuckles as he examined the manicure she’d gotten today.


She didn’t ask what he’d done to make his sister angry. It was none of her business. She wasn’t here to get to know him—something she desperately needed to remember. “What’s the plan?”


“Dinner.” He saw her confusion and explained. “Before we can convince our enemies that we’re madly in love, we need to convince my family. Their belief will lend the whole thing credence. Some of them are terrible liars.”


She doubted that very much. Charlie looked down at their joined hands, the contact so innocent and yet branding her all the same. “Well, then let’s make it convincing. This holding hands makes me feel like I’m back in seventh grade and awkward as hell.”


“What are you proposing?” His tone gave nothing away, not anticipation, not condemnation.


“The only way they’ll believe you proposed marriage so fast is if the sex was off the charts.” Idiot, idiot, idiot. She was on dangerous ground, and she knew it, but she wasn’t going to risk what little she had left to lose on a plan destined to fail because they half-assed it.


Charlie took a deep breath and stepped into him. He felt good, all long lines and hidden strength, but she was about to jump out of her skin just being this close. Seductress she was not. “We have to be all over each other, have to constantly look like we’re about to fuck or have just fucked—or a combination of both.”


His hands came to rest on her hips, not pulling her closer or pushing her away, just touching her. “It would make the charade more convincing. I can’t argue that.”’


“Then let’s …” She ran her hands up his chest and looped them around his neck. The move pressed her breasts more firmly against him, and his fingers flexed on her hips. It was a slight movement, but it was the first physical indication he’d given since that moment in the car that he wanted her. We’re both the problem here. Too cold. Too contained. “Let’s mix things up a bit.”


“You’re playing with fire, Charlie.” The words came out in a rumble. “I promised I wouldn’t touch you unless you asked me to, but make no mistake, if you want to play this close to the line, then we’ll be crossing that line. Repeatedly.”


“I know.” Her body tingled, but she couldn’t be sure if it was in fear or anticipation.


“Be sure.”


He was giving her an out, which was kind of sweet, but she was right and she knew it. They had to cross this line, and cross it before they encountered any more of his family. The reasoning felt flimsy, but she pushed away her doubt. She was an adult, and she was well aware of the risks that came with taking things to this level. “I’m sure.”
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