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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            CARA

          

        

      

    

    
      Silvered beams of moonlight cut through the basement’s windows, but the room around Cara Fitzgerald was dark, the shadows deep and thick. That was how she liked it. It felt as if she were hiding—as if she could hide what she was doing here.

      The things you do in the dark soon come into the light. She’d heard the saying from her grandmother a million times, but it never felt as real as it did when she picked up her second cell phone—the burner.

      And she wouldn’t do this if it wasn’t necessary.

      Cara kept her eyes on the wooden paneling, her fingers tight around the burner cell, her ear aching where it pressed against her skin. Through the phone came a low whooshing sound, like the noise an angry bear might make before it attacked. Just as well—she felt like prey.

      Her skin crawled, gooseflesh shuddering up her back at the sound of his breathing. It wasn’t his voice or the fantasies he had that made her uncomfortable. His desires were run-of-the-mill, typical to the point of mundane. No, it was the knowledge that if she were to meet him in person, as he’d requested four times in as many weeks, he would almost certainly hurt her.

      Most of the men she spoke to would.

      The world taught men that a woman wanted to be dominated—that she wanted a man to take charge. Some men took you out for good in the process. Her friend Mandy was proof enough of that—forever seventeen. Her parents still spent holidays at the cemetery.

      “Touch me, Jimmy,” she whispered into the phone, her eyes drifting to the glass block window. Outside of surviving a date, which should go without saying, Cara wasn’t entirely sure what she wanted from a man in real life. But it wasn’t the fantasy that this asshole had in mind. When given a choice between their own pleasure and yours, they always picked themselves. Fair in this line of work… but it got old.

      She frowned at the window. Why were basements always so dank? Even when they were dry and clean, they were still… muggy. “Do you see how hard my nipples are? I’m aching for you.”

      The basement had the best acoustics, plus an old futon from her parents’  one-bedroom apartment—the one they’d had before they got married. Broken in and comfortable enough to lounge around on. Her folks had an epic love story with a very Shakespearian ending. A car wreck wasn’t especially theatrical on its own, but the way they’d survived in one another’s arms for nearly four hours before they slipped away, still holding hands…

      She wanted that. Well, without the death part—again, that went without saying—but the rest? That was the dream, wasn’t it? Not that she knew much about real relationships; she avoided in-person encounters like the plague.

      “Oh, yeah. I’ll touch you, baby.” His voice was a pressured rasp—angry sounding. Why did so many men sound mad when they got sexually excited?

      “Where are you touching me?” she asked. “Are you running your thumbs over my nipples? Ohhhh, they’re so sensitive.”

      She sometimes felt like she was in a terrible off-stage production of Pretty Woman. But she was no hooker with a heart of gold, and the men she spoke to definitely weren’t millionaires who wanted to marry her. It was her job to pretend for just long enough.

      “I’m shoving my fingers inside you.” Even the words were forceful, biting, and sharp.

      She stifled a sigh. Of course he was. The angry ones were all the same: no teasing, no testing, no foreplay, just sticking something in a hole. Zero imagination. How did women put up with this in real life?

      “Oh yeah, Jimmy, you feel so good.” The standard script, the one that worked for almost everyone. The echo of her voice in the receiver was strange to her ear—not quite hers. Carefully curated to be a little lower, a little extra whispery. It was like a mask she wore during phone calls.

      “Ohhhh,” she moaned. “I love the way your fingers feel inside me.” She leaned back against the futon, her legs crossed. Her sweater was scratchy. Itchy.

      “Are you ready for my giant dick?” he snapped.

      Yeah, right. If he had a giant dick, he’d be using it in real life. Even an ugly guy could get laid if he was packing a monster… or so she’d heard from friends.

      She stared at the moonlight, the corner of the futon painted silver. If only she’d finished law school instead of coming back home to care for her grandmother. If only Nana hadn’t gotten sick. If only her parents hadn’t died, maybe if she were born a millionaire…

      So many what-ifs. And they all whispered in her ears when the moon was high. When the cell was on. When some man was trying to stick something somewhere.

      Cara tugged a string on her sweater—unraveling. A metaphor for how she felt inside, but she did not have time to unravel. She had to take her grandmother to her cancer treatments, care for the house. Twenty-eight years old, and she’d never had a day off in her life.

      “Slow down, baby,” she whispered now. “You’re much too big for me to take without a little warming up. Plus, I want to make you feel good. Just tell me how you like it. Tell me what you want me to do with that giant cock of yours.”

      This gig was paid by the minute, not by the call—he could not orgasm too quickly. Once they came, they hung up. Once they came, she had to sit here in the dark, wondering when the next call might come in. But it was better than working for a hotline, beholden to others. At least here, if someone said something that made her exceptionally uncomfortable—if it felt illegal—she could hang up without repercussions.

      A gentle thunk echoed through the house above her; Nana was awake. Uh-oh. She was not likely to be overheard down here, but if Nana found out what Cara was doing for money… she’d freak.

      Cara needed to end this fast. But not too fast. The calls were few and far between since she had pulled the ad from the paper. All the calls she got these days were from repeat clients—men she’d spoken to at least twice in the past. Which was one reason she knew Jimmy was an auto mechanic. The first time he’d called, he’d asked if he could pay her in trade.

      Uh, no. You cannot pay for phone sex with an oil change coupon. Idiot. He might not have a big dick, but he certainly had some balls.

      “Get on my cock,” Jimmy demanded.

      He was the entitled sort. He’d probably been hard as a rock when he’d dialed her number, wanted to get off in three minutes so he didn’t have to pay a single extra dime. It was one of the only times being a premature ejaculator came in handy.

      She only had one other trick for a jerk like Jimmy. It’d only buy five minutes or so, but that was an extra twenty bucks for groceries. And they needed it. Nana didn’t have any cash to spare, not when the Hail Mary cancer treatments were costing more than her insurance would cover. If it were up to the insurance company, Nana would have died years ago.

      “Spread your legs,” he hissed.

      Oh, right. “They’re already spread, baby,” she said. “Can you see my pussy? Can you see how wet I am for you?”

      “Ohhhh yeah,” he snapped. “I’m going to fuck you so hard that you won’t be able to walk straight for a month.”

      Why did men think that was an attractive prospect? As if women would choose sex that was so painful it injured them.

      “I want you to, baby,” she said instead. “I can’t wait to feel you fucking me. But first, let me put it in my mouth. Let me run my tongue up your shaft, suck your head into my throat.”

      He grunted. She closed her eyes. Giving in to the fantasy, but not the one Jimmy was picturing.

      The man on the line wasn’t Jimmy, the auto mechanic from Jersey who wanted to fingerbang her for ten seconds before ruining the next thirty days of her life.

      No. The man on the phone was kind, a good listener. He cared more about her than he cared about himself. He wanted to talk more than touch, wanted to hear what she thought about all manner of things—made her feel special. But he also wanted to know what got her off.

      Isaac—that was his name. Not Jimmy. Isaac.

      And then she felt him, the gentle pressure of his hand against the small of her back, his fingers tracing the sensitive skin on her thigh. He slipped his hand between her legs, his thumb seeking the wet heat at her center.

      She sighed.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” the man on the line snapped.

      Cara’s eyes flew open. Isaac was not here. Just the damp wood-paneled basement, the feeble light from the glass block windows, and Cara, the hem of her sweater frayed, sitting on a couch that belonged to a dead couple. At least they’d had love before they died. But they’d surely be disappointed in their only daughter now. Just look what she was doing on their futon.

      “Get on with it already,” Jimmy barked.

      Cara did. She spoke with slow, soft words, told him how he felt inside her, the way she’d heard porn actresses describe it—the way she’d read about in erotic stories. Listening to his breath hitch, to the moaning as he worked his way toward climax.

      She matched his panting exhales, gasped and whispered and moaned along with him, tugging the thread of her sweater. You need the money, Cara. Keep him going for five more minutes, just five⁠—

      A loud, explosive grunt that sounded as ugly as his O face probably was.

      Cara glanced at the clock. She’d hoped for five more minutes.

      But “I swear I have a big dick” Jimmy had only lasted two.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            ONE YEAR LATER

          

          FINN

        

      

    

    
      Finn O’Connor kicked his giant feet up on the coffee table and stared at the abstract painting that graced the back wall of his office. Canvas streaked with vicious red, ocean blue, green that matched his eyes. The cell phone was warm against his palm.

      He could live in this office if he wanted to. The living room area was more than comfortable, the half-moon couch overstuffed, the coffee table the perfect size for his shoes, the wingbacks opposite perfect for company… if he ever let anyone in. The desk at the back was equally modern—bland, perhaps, but efficient.

      He didn’t need the frills. Unlike his older brothers, who preferred floor-to-ceiling windows so they could glower at the New York skyline and glass doors with unfettered access to the public bullpen area, Finn had claimed the office with only a wide, high pane of glass to let the sunlight in—well above his desk. Like glass block in a basement, that single, high window kept him from feeling exposed.

      He hated feeling like the world was watching him. The majority of the world was watching him and his brothers when they left this office. “Billionaire Brothers”—that’s what the press called them. They’d been in the news every day since their father died.

      There was much speculation over who would maintain executive control of O’Connor Media Enterprises—which of them might marry to appease their late father. The asshole had linked matrimony to voting shares, and more votes still to those who had children. Lineage got a cash prize. Their father had always had some conniving way to get the things he wanted, but this felt especially intrusive. Possessive. Almost violent in the way it forced their hands. Well, some of them, anyway.

      His brother Archer grumbled, and the cell phone speaker broadcasted the sound through the room: a half-sigh laced with irritation. The sound had been trademarked by Archer in their early years, and it sounded the same now over thousands of miles.

      “You’re making a big deal out of nothing, Finn. Why is it so hard to ask for help? We’re not ten anymore.”

      “You’re one to talk,” Finn snapped, rubbing at his chest. It felt like there was a deep hole beneath his breastbone. A void. “Aren’t you in Thailand right now, fucking groupies instead of helping us with the business?”

      Archer chuckled. “Listen, you monster, I can’t even fit in that office with you. Your biceps take up more space than the desk.”

      Finn glanced down at his arms—at his custom-made suit, built to accommodate the tree trunks he called thighs. At six foot seven, he was well taller than his brothers, but it was his musculature that ensured nothing off-the-rack had fit him in twenty years.

      “Anyway, I ran away because I hate you guys,” Archer went on. “A bunch of dicks, I tell ya.”

      Finn laughed, too—he couldn’t help it. Archer did hate their father, and that sentiment had only seemed to intensify since the old man died last year. He also hated seeing their mother in her current state. The woman rarely remembered her children, her mind stuck in an earlier time—probably a better time for her. The pre-Dad days. Finn and Archer loved her fiercely, always would, but they couldn’t bear to see that blank look in her eyes.

      But Archer did not hate his siblings. He just couldn’t stomach being part of anything the late Charles O’Connor had built. He’d always said that the old man got his stink all over it, his energy contaminating the air in the house and boardroom alike, even when he wasn’t physically present.

      The sentiment wasn’t untrue. Finn could still feel his father looking over his shoulder sometimes. Usually when he was in trouble, whether he was actually guilty or not. Anything that made him feel like he might have to fight—that’s when he remembered his father.

      “What does John say about you hiring a new assistant?”

      “I don’t need an assistant. I can handle the job—I’m killing it in the investment sector.”

      “But you haven’t slept in three days because you’re trying to juggle all the busywork, too. What rich douche doesn’t have a whole team to do their grunt work for them?”

      Fair enough. But Finn did not like other people in his business as a general rule. And it was an assistant that had gotten him into trouble—had kept this “Billionaire Brother” front page news. If his interior office was visible to the rest of those who worked here, if he worked in a fishbowl like his brothers, he wouldn’t be in the mess he was in now.

      It was the things that happened behind closed doors that got you into trouble. Or in his case, things that didn’t happen.

      “How many assistants do you have?” he asked Archer.

      “I’m a rock star, brother. I have as many assistants as I want.”

      Finn laughed again. Desmond and John had each other—the oldest of the five. Sabrina, the baby of the family, had more friends than all of them combined. And Finn… he’d always had Archer. They were the ones hiding from their father in the pantry while Desmond and John were out after school. Desmond and John were the future faces of the company—Sabrina the only girl. But the youngest boys were their father’s punching bags.

      Finn had started sucking up, kissing ass—seeking affection where he had no business looking. When that hadn’t worked, he’d started lifting weights. He owed his giant muscular frame to years of absorbing the brunt of their father’s rage. Archer just mouthed off and took his hits on the chin until he’d escaped overseas with nothing but his guitar and a pair of torn jeans.

      “You’re a goddamn masochist, Finn,” Archer said now.

      He was… a little. But not because of this.“I can’t just get another assistant. Charles Duffy paid the last one to say I sexually harassed him.”

      That had happened before John had managed to get Charles under their thumb, but the backlash was still going strong. Once accused, you were guilty in the eyes of the public, even if you’d never been guilty at all. He wasn’t even gay or bi—why would he grab another man’s ass?

      But the public didn’t believe that. Finn hadn’t been seen in public with a woman for more than three years, nearly four. He’d gone from player to hermit mere months after he’d been voted “Sexiest Man Alive” for the second time in a row. What other explanation was there?

      There was an explanation, of course. It just wasn’t one he could tell the masses. He hadn’t even told Archer—hadn’t told anyone in his family. No one except for Herman.

      “Why don’t you come back home for a few months, Archer? There are plenty of rocker gigs in the Big Apple. You can help me get this thing under control, then we can hit the town, find a poker game, eat all the popcorn shrimp you can handle.”

      Archer laughed, as Finn had known he would. Archer hated shrimp, and he wasn’t going to come back to New York, gigs or not. He had a career outside of the family business, the same way their sister did. Sabrina was a heart surgeon and Archer was a millionaire in his own right from strumming that guitar. A clean break, complete with genius in their respective fields—career satisfaction for both of those overachievers.

      Then again, Archer might be in it for the groupies. At one time in his life, Finn would have been in it for the women, too. They’d always been his biggest weakness. No… not women. Love. He supposed one always sought out the things they’d never had.

      “Are you at least coming back to meet Desmond’s kid?”

      “Ah, you mean the vote clincher?”

      Yes, he did mean that. Their father’s will had allotted extra voting rights to any of his children who got married and had children of their own. It was a move intended to allow the Duffys, their father’s bastard offspring, to take control of the company.

      Finn had no idea how two of the “Billionaire Brothers” on the O’Connor side, both committed lifelong bachelors, had managed to get married, but he was thankful that he didn’t need to walk down the aisle himself. Desmond had married Shannon and knocked her up mere months after their father’s death. John and Anne weren’t hitched yet, but they all knew it was coming. The three Duffys couldn’t outvote them now.

      But even that didn’t solve Finn’s current problem.

      He needed help. But he didn’t want help. He wanted to make sure that no one could get close enough to accuse him of something he hadn’t done. He wanted to be… a hobbit.

      Was that really too much to ask for? Miles of rolling green, a million novels, and tea in a hillside hobbit hole—perfection. A far cry from his penthouse, but out in the mountains, he’d be able to see the reporters coming.

      “I’m sure I’ll get plenty of pictures of Desmond’s kid,” Archer said, bringing him back. “Desmond is a sucker for his wife, never stops talking about the baby. I mean, it’s great—I’m thrilled for him, and John for that matter. But them being married instead of clubbing, sleeping with one woman forever instead of taking home strange pussy every night… it’s not something I ever thought I’d see.”

      Finn agreed. Up until four years ago, he’d been at those clubs with his brothers. Those two had grown up. Finn had just… given up.

      “As for you and your overzealous worrying… just make sure that your next assistant is happy.”

      Finn’s hackles rose. It wasn’t the joke that got under his skin; it was a reminder that he was a liar. He and Archer had made a pact when they were small: whatever they let Desmond and John believe, they always told one another the truth.

      And he’d held entirely too much back.

      Finn could not make a new assistant happy—sexual harassment concerns notwithstanding. He couldn’t touch his next assistant for the same reason that he hadn’t been on a date in four years. He hadn’t spoken to the woman he loved in six months, but going out with someone else still felt like cheating.

      “Imagine me winking, Finny boy,” Archer said. “If anyone needs to get laid, it’s you.”

      Finn slid his shoes to the floor and pushed himself to his feet. “Oh, go fuck one of your groupies, Archie.”

      Archer sniffed. A sound like a slap rang through the cell, then a high-pitched giggle—not his brother’s laugh.

      “Oh, Finn.” Archer laughed. “Who says I’m not already?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            CARA

          

        

      

    

    
      The air in the bank manager’s office was thin and cold—too dry. It made the skin on Cara’s face itch nearly as much as her thighs against the tweed wingback.

      The bank manager sitting across the desk didn’t seem bothered. Her gray hair was perfectly in place, swept into a low bun, her deep-set amber eyes tight beneath her furrowed brow.

      Cara swallowed hard and wiped the back of her neck; her fingertips came away damp. “Listen, I can get the money. I promise. I just need a little more time.”

      The desperation in her voice made her stomach turn. She was not the kind of woman who begged. She hadn’t begged for help when her grandmother told her that she was sick, struggling with the bills. Instead, Cara had left college and taken care of her. She hadn’t begged God to bring her parents back, either, no matter how normal that might have been. What was done was done.

      But Cara had begged the doctors for help as her grandmother’s cancer devoured her from the inside out. Oh, yes, she’d begged then. And she heard that same frantic timbre in her voice now.

      The house was the only thing she had left. The only thing to show for what amounted to a very shitty ten years. And from the look on the bank manager’s face, the pucker of her burgundy lips, Cara was going to lose that, too.

      The bank manager shook her head. It made the wobbly bits beneath her jaw sway back and forth, a wave of loose flesh, but her eyes were kind. She kept tugging on her thumb with the opposite hand—hating that she had to give Cara terrible news. Cara had seen the same look on enough oncologists.

      But, like the doctors, regret wasn’t going to stop the woman from speaking. They all had a job to do here, and doling out bad news was the bank manager’s forte. Cara’s job… was to beg.

      “Ms. Fitzgerald,” the woman began, “your grandmother took out a reverse mortgage. Now, with her death, there are bills that need to be paid. We certainly don’t want to foreclose….” Her voice trailed off, leaving only the hissing of the heater, the too-fast whisper of blood in Cara’s head.

      “What about a payment plan?” Cara asked. “I mean, I could sell a few things, find a way to pay it off over time. Maybe… I could refinance?”

      The manager—Melinda—shook her head. “With rates what they are and your credit score, you’d end up in worse shape than you are now. With everything you owe in back taxes, you’d be better off selling the property. The market around here has been volatile in recent years, so you might not make a profit⁠—”

      “I already spoke to three different real estate agents,” Cara said. Three different agencies, hoping that one of them would offer her better news. “If I sell today at market value, even if I get top dollar, I’ll end up owing money.” A lot of money—too much.

      Why didn’t you tell me, Nana? If she’d known about the bills, if she’d had any idea that her grandmother hadn’t “come into some money from a friend’s will,” as she’d told Cara six months ago, she could have at least tried to make arrangements before now. If she’d known her grandmother had lied, Cara would still be taking phone calls for cash, though she’d have done a better job of hiding it the second time around. Nana had cried—and prayed—for weeks when she caught Cara on that burner cell and realized she wasn’t only a virtual assistant. But VA work paid terribly. And now… a few calls wouldn’t be enough.

      The mortgage was one thing—she might have been able to handle six months of mortgage payments, or even the credit card bills her grandmother had secretly been running up to pay for treatment overages. But the back taxes stretched far deeper than Cara had imagined. Nana had stopped paying taxes well before Cara had come to live with her a decade ago. The interest alone might crush her.

      She had no idea how Grandma had slipped through the cracks or why debt collectors hadn’t come knocking before now, but the bills had finally come due. And they were all fully on Cara’s head.

      Cara stared across the desk into Melinda’s solemn eyes. I never should have believed you, Nana. Cara had known it was stupid, but she’d really wanted to believe that things were taken care of. That it wasn’t all on her—for once. And she knew why her grandmother hadn’t told her: Nana didn’t want her “selling sex,” as she put it. It wasn’t quite that—Cara had never even had sex in real life. All she had were the words, but she was very, very good at them.

      And now, after a six-month sabbatical from the phone sex trade, months she’d spent cleaning up vomit and driving Nana to the hospital, she was completely fucking screwed. Maybe forever.

      Awesome.

      Melinda nodded sadly. “If selling is not an option, then it’s pay the bills or foreclose. Those are the only choices. But foreclosing… it will end with bankruptcy.”

      Cara’s heart sank into her belly. It wasn’t just that she’d lose the only home she’d ever known, the only thing she had left of the woman who raised her. It also wasn’t that bankruptcy meant she’d be denied most apartments—denied the ability to start over. Without the property, she’d have nothing to show for all she’d done over the last ten years. The college scholarship she’d dropped when Nana got sick, the college fund her parents had put aside for her, money from the odd jobs she’d taken to help pay grandma’s bills, all of it gone.

      Then there was the job she’d begun when no other would cover the expenses. To think she’d done that only to wind up with nothing… it was unbearable.

      Even now, she could hear the men’s voices, their heavy, wheezed panting. The hiss of zippers in the background, the way they moaned, rhythmic slapping that could only be dick-in-fist. And some of the things they said, the ones she hung up on before she became physically ill⁠—

      Cara’s jaw clenched. She could not let that be for nothing. More than that, she didn’t want to go back to taking those calls. But did she have a choice?

      “So,” Cara said, squaring her shoulders. “What’s the damage?”

      Melinda raised an eyebrow.

      Not familiar with that phrase? Seemed unlikely based on her position, but fine. “The cost per month,” she tried again. “The guy I spoke to on the phone wouldn’t get into those specifics with me, but…”

      The bank manager glanced at the computer screen, then pulled her keyboard closer. “It’s not so easy as a price per month. The bills are too far behind to consider payment plans. Your grandmother… she should have⁠—”

      “She should have done a lot of things,” Cara interrupted. “But she’s not here to defend herself now.”

      Melinda pursed her lips, nostrils flaring, but she did not respond. She dragged her eyes back to the computer.

      The tappity-tapping of keys filled the room, clacking above the whoosh of blood in Cara’s brain, the forced air from the ducts. She sucked a shaky breath into her lungs as Melinda stopped typing, grabbed a sticky note, and scribbled something onto it.

      Cara frowned. She… wasn’t going to just say it? Was it that bad?

      But she already knew the answer: Yes, it was most definitely that bad.

      Melinda passed the sticky note across the table as if she were making an offer for illicit goods—incognito, in case someone happened by. Apparently, Melinda didn’t want anyone to hear how completely screwed Cara was. Or she didn’t want Cara to forget how screwed she was. The scrap was a souvenir to take home with her. While she still had a home.

      Cara took the paper with shaking hands, and they only shook more once she flipped it over. Too many zeroes—way too many zeros for her to pay it off this month… or any month.

      Maybe she could get a loan outside of the bank—the interest rate might suck, but what choice did she have? And her grandmother wasn’t here to freak out if she started taking calls again. If she turned that phone back on and got another, higher-paying gig…

      But if high-paying jobs were easy to come by, everyone would have one. For ten years, she’d been caring for her grandmother; she hadn’t had time for a regular nine-to-five job. That glaring lapse on her résumé would surely be an issue for prospective employers.

      The numbers blurred on the page. Her eyes burned. She needed… help. And there was only one person she could think of to call.

      Anne—her best friend. If anyone had a way around this, it’d be Anne. She was the head attorney for O’Connor Media Enterprises, a multi-billion-dollar conglomerate. If Anne didn’t have a brilliant idea to fix those awful numbers, maybe Anne could get her some bookkeeping work, a secretary gig, now that she was available to work during the day.

      She’d take anything. Especially if it meant she didn’t wind up homeless.

      No, begging wasn’t in her repertoire. She hated to ask for help. Had refused assistance for most of her adult life. The only lucky break she’d ever gotten was that her grandmother had been willing to take her in after her parents died.

      She closed her eyes for a beat longer than a blink, sucking cold, dry air into her throat.

      Are you going to give up now, Cara? After all you’ve been through, will this be the thing that beats you?

      No. She would not let this defeat her. She’d lost both of her parents, her grandmother, her law-career prospects. She could figure this out.

      Cara sat straighter. She swallowed hard and met Melinda’s eyes.

      “Thirty days,” Melinda said. “Actually… twenty-five now.”

      Twenty-five days. In less than a month, her fate would be sealed. How far could she go to keep her childhood home? How far could she go to avoid bankruptcy?

      She was about to find out.
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      Desmond crossed his arms, one heel hooked over his other knee. It was a power pose, one Finn had seen more times than he could count. But right now, it felt like overkill. It was a move you used with a testy shareholder, some investor you didn’t like. It was not a move to use with your brothers.

      “I heard you talked to Archer,” Desmond said, a sharp gleam in his eye as if he could read Finn’s thoughts.

      John leaned forward from his chair in the corner, dark blond hair highlighted by the overheads. At least he had the courtesy to look curious instead of confrontational.

      “Not for long, but yes. He called yesterday morning.” Finn glanced out Desmond’s office window—well, technically, the wall, the entire thing done in glass, showcasing the high-rise buildings around them. The slate-gray sky only made Desmond’s green eyes appear brighter in contrast.

      All the O’Connor children had brilliant green eyes. The Duffys, their father’s second family, all had blue eyes like their mother, as if to mark them as bastards. Which they absolutely were, and not in the antiquated “fatherless” sense.

      “Archer sends his regards,” Finn replied, still looking beyond his brothers at the sky. They were high enough that only the birds could see them from the outside, but the glass wall on the other side of Desmond’s office looked out into the hallway. It was late now, the place abandoned, but during the day, any employee could happen by. Any lookie-loo could… see them. Watch them.

      “How’s his tour going?” John asked.

      Finn finally turned back. “He didn’t say. I think he was busy fucking a groupie while I was talking to him, so I suppose it can’t be going that bad.”

      John sniffed. “He’s such a slut.” But he wasn’t able to keep the merriment out of his eyes or the smile from his lips. Desmond just snorted.

      There was a time when the three of them had frequented New York’s hottest night spots, bringing home whichever woman they chose. Finn had stopped years ago, but John had kept on until he started dating his ex—hard to remember her name now. The woman before Anne. Desmond had been a manwhore up until Shannon put a ring on his finger… maybe his balls, too.

      Finn studied John’s face—always smiling these days. Desmond had never been the grinning type. The big-shot boss: that was how he saw himself. But the easy slump in Desmond’s shoulders had never been present before. He no longer had a stick in his ass.

      Neat. His new wife was good for him. The child, too—due any day.

      Finn slouched back against the sofa. It was strange how quickly they’d become one-woman men. Strange how happy they seemed. Archer was right—it was disconcerting.

      “I heard you missed today’s meeting with Armitage,” Desmond said.

      And there it was; the real reason Desmond and John had called him at the end of a long work day, made him walk across the building to talk to them. They weren’t checking on him, didn’t care about Archer. This was about Armitage, one of their biggest real estate investment firms.

      “I took care of it,” Finn said.

      Desmond’s emerald eyes flashed. “Why weren’t you there in person? I heard you called him after the meeting was supposed to have started.”

      Rage flared in Finn’s chest. His fists clenched. “You might be everyone else’s boss, Des, but you aren’t mine.”

      “I’m the CEO.” He glanced down at Finn’s balled fists, one eyebrow raised—you gonna hit me, bro?

      But Finn had no intention of hurting his brothers; of course, he didn’t. His sheer size meant that he could crush most anyone, but there were few he actually wanted to pound into the earth. Maybe Leonard Davies, his former assistant. The man paid to make him look like a monster.

      Finn willed his fists to relax and cocked one side of his lip into a smile. “Fire me then, you micromanaging asshole.” Desmond had always been a bit of a bully. Finn was taller, had arms like telephone poles, but Desmond still thought he was the big man just because he was older—the dominant alpha.

      They each had their coping mechanisms; growing up the way they had, it was necessary. John was
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