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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            DESMOND

          

        

      

    

    
      The world was made for men like him, every situation an opportunity to bend fate to his will. But his tie was a noose around his throat. It even looked like a noose the way it slithered over his shoulder to rest on his spine, but Desmond O’Connor had never been one to leave such a thing as dying to chance. Dying seemed boring, truth be told. Commonplace. Utterly ordinary. It was beneath him.

      Most things were beneath him.

      That was the problem, wasn’t it? When you were born on top of the world, there wasn’t much room to grow. You wound up with a tie around your neck and your dick in a gold-digging redhead who wanted to use you as her ladder to the top. But he wasn’t interested in being a ladder. He just needed something to take the edge off. And the redhead was better than drowning in whiskey.

      He didn’t want to smell like booze today, not when he’d be sitting with his brother John all afternoon. However, that hadn’t stopped him from pouring two fingers at brunch. The tumbler still sat on his office desk beside his Rolex—beyond the window, thick, gray clouds stretched into oblivion.

      The woman smiled up at him, all teeth, her lips wet. He tucked his shirttails back and squinted at the red hair curled over her shoulder, half of it piled on her head in a braided bun, too formal for the lobby restaurant where she’d approached him. What was her name? It wasn’t Candy. Women named after desserts did not run in his circles. Cinnamon, Ambrosia, Taffy—those were women his father might have dated while his mother raised him and his four siblings on the Upper East Side. No, dated was the wrong word: fucked.

      The woman, mistaking his stare for concentrated attention, cocked her head and ran her tongue over her upper lip. Probably Candace, named after her severe, aristocratic grandmother, born into a fortune in lumber or coal. Perhaps Rosemary, the only food-related name that might work for a woman of her station, a serious, herby name. But whatever money she came from, few fortunes could compare to that of O’Connor Media Enterprises.

      “Is this what you want?” she purred, running her hand up and down his shaft.

      He stifled a sigh. Not really. But what man would turn down a perfectly good blow job?

      If only it made him feel something—anything at all.

      If only he were capable.

      “No talking,” he snapped, but she didn’t flinch—of course she didn’t. There was no room for feelings at the top of the world, and she’d been raised high enough to know that the air was too thin to accommodate even a few gasping breaths of emotion. The family business, O.M.E., was the only thing that had ever made him feel alive.

      And that business might now be in jeopardy.

      She wrapped her lips around his dick and sucked him back into her throat. He drew his gaze away. The glass of the tinted floor-to-ceiling window threw his reflection back at him: her on her knees, him towering over her with his broad shoulders, six-plus feet of muscle in a suit that screamed “money” topped with a square jaw, and thick, dark hair, his emerald eyes black against the clouds.

      He tangled his fingers in her hair and thrust his hips once, twice, and when she gripped his ass to hold him to her face, he let go of her head and grunted his release. Candy-Candace moaned, but in that nice way that made her sound happy. He could make her happy. He had brought many a lucky woman to peaks of ecstasy that most could only dream of. But today, the mere thought of putting in the effort made him tired.

      She swallowed, then pulled back, his dick sliding from her mouth.

      Desmond stooped to grab his pants from around his ankles and rearranged his clothes as she got to her feet. Her navy dress was spotless, unwrinkled. Not a hair out of place. He wondered if her knees hurt. But he didn’t ask. Not even when she smiled at him again and raised an eyebrow.

      What was she waiting for, an engraved invitation to leave? Probably an invitation to the funeral. Ah… that’s what it was. The press—a business he fucking owned—had made a big deal out of the idea that he’d likely show up alone today. No one to hold his hand as he made his way through the cathedral, boo-hoo. This woman had obviously come to the restaurant downstairs dressed for the gravesite in case he desired her company. He didn’t. She’d be a complication.

      If he was in the mood to make a woman scream for him this evening, he’d have no trouble finding another. This entire week would be a whirlwind of attorney meetings and end-of-an-era galas, a million people trying to claw their way up Desmond’s back now that his father was⁠—

      “Desmond?” She bit her lip, a question in her eyes.

      He cleared his throat and headed for the desk to scoop up his watch. “The doorman will call you a car.”

      “I was hoping I could ride with you,” she began, and when he glanced back, she was pouting. “My father will be at the funeral, so I can ride home with him if you have… evening plans?”

      Evening plans. With a lawyer. And…

      He blinked. Her father…

      Ah. Cassidy—that was her name. Cassidy DeMarco, daughter of a coal tycoon. Knew it. Luca DeMarco was losing market share every day. She clearly hoped that Desmond might be their salvation.

      He shook his head, ignoring the look of disappointment in her gaze. He had far more pressing issues to attend to. The old man had surely tried to fuck Desmond over in his will—that’s the only reason the lawyer would want a special meeting the day of his father’s funeral. The hairs along his spine bristled. He wasn’t sure exactly how, not yet, but that asshole had done something to make his life miserable, even in death.

      As Cassidy closed the door behind her, Desmond tightened the tie hard enough to choke off his air, his eyes on the gray sky. He had to get to the church.

      He needed to make sure that sonofabitch ended up in the ground.

      As planned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            SHANNON

          

        

      

    

    
      “What the fuck do you mean you’ve got nothing? We need something to fill the space below the fold, and we only have two hours to get it to press.” Her boss glowered at her—all eyebrows.

      His eyebrows were the most expressive part of his body. When he was frustrated, they hit his hairline like they were now. When he was angry, they knit together. During sex, they quivered.

      Shannon hated that she knew all of that from personal experience. They’d been one step from the altar before she realized marriage wasn’t for her. It was a stance she had been vaguely aware of since her parents’ divorce, but a part of her had imagined she might one day trust Gary enough to make it work. After five years, she’d finally called it quits. If half a decade with the man wasn’t enough, no amount of time would change her mind.

      And three weeks later, he’d gotten a job as her boss at The Hudson, where they both worked—where they’d met. Figured. She’d applied for the job, too, had filed tougher stories, won more awards than her ex, but Gary was friends with Peterson, his current boss, so it wasn’t a shock that he’d gotten the gig. It still burned her up when she thought too hard about it.

      “Gary, I’m sorry,” she said now, “but I can’t run with what you gave me. An exposé on the senator? He has a couple of call girls in his past, but nothing non-consensual, and certainly nothing that might be a big story before the midterms.” Everyone already knew about the man’s hooker fetish—no one cared so long as he kept voting along party lines. “This isn’t hard-hitting journalism. It feels like filler.”

      “We need something,” Gary snapped.

      The muted television on the back wall of his office blinked, scrolling today’s news across the bottom of the screen.

      “I gave you that story against my better judgment. Maybe I should call Kyle in here.”

      She frowned and shoved her ash-blonde curls off her face. Her forehead was damp. “Kyle would write it and run it just to get it off his desk.” The man cared about journalistic integrity, but he needed this job. She did, too.

      Shannon bit her lip. “Listen, I’ll write you an Op-Ed for today, and I’ll have something that will blow your hair back by next week. I have some ideas.” First thing on today’s list: come up with ideas.

      Gary’s brows knit together—irritated—his fingers instinctively brushing the bald spot near the back of his head, where nothing would ever blow back again. “The last time you told me you had some ideas, you ran a story that almost got us all fired.”

      She sighed. “All the signs pointed to the president having a second family. How was I supposed to know it was his brother’s second family? They twisted things to look like the president on purpose—to immediately discredit anyone that tried to report on it.”

      “You tarnished this paper’s reputation. We’re not a damn tabloid, and⁠—”

      “We sure dig dirt like a tabloid.”

      O’Connor Media Enterprises—O.M.E.—owned everything from publishing and print media to digital streaming, film and television production, music and record labels, and had significant real estate holdings. Some of their most profitable sectors had strong fake-news vibes, but The Hudson Sentinel, with its print newspapers, was supposed to be the reputable one—the only one with standards.

      “We’re after the truth, Shannon. You’ve won two Pulitzers. You should know the damn difference.”

      She ground her molars together hard enough that they ached. Shannon heard what he wasn’t saying: that she was washed up. That the prime of her career was behind her because of a few mistakes. But at thirty-three, she wasn’t ready to believe that she was finished.

      “The truth is what I gave you, Gary—the story is a non-starter. And I’ve got something way bigger cooking than infidelity.” The lie popped out so easily that she almost didn’t recognize it.

      Did she have something cooking? Was there a story in her head? Of course, there wasn’t. Shit.

      “You do?” The spark in his eyes was unmistakable beneath those knitted brows. “Out with it, Shanny.”

      He didn’t get to call her that. But she had bigger problems. Her eyes flicked to the desk—empty—then to the television screen on the back wall. An old church… a funeral. The funeral of the century; a great loss if you believed their own papers.

      “I’m looking into the death of Charles O’Connor,” she blurted.

      Fuck. Why’d you say that, Shannon?

      Those giant eyebrows shifted—surprised, yet intrigued. Good. But panic was hammering inside her chest.

      Shut up, Shannon. Just shut up.

      Gary was still watching her, his eyebrows quivering. But the look in his eyes, that bright smugness peppered with malice…

      The muscles in her shoulders went rigid. He didn’t care if her story was legitimate; he wanted her to fail. To come crawling back to him empty-handed so he could play hero by giving her another chance. Her father had looked at her the same way when she’d elected to live with her mom after years of being shuttled back and forth—you’re dead to me. She couldn’t have stopped her mouth from moving if she’d wanted to.

      “Charles O’Connor was in great health, no preexisting conditions.”

      That much was true. He’d always been gregarious, a force. But he’d recently looked tired more often than not, decidedly weak when he attended events… when he bothered to show up in public at all.

      Gary shook his head, brows lowering to their usual resting position. “He was an old man. Him dying is not a shock.”

      “Old but healthy,” she insisted. “And he conveniently got ill after he started spouting off about changes to the executive structure of his company. What happened to him… it stinks.” She almost sounded like she believed he’d been poisoned. Did she?

      “The O’Connors own this paper. And all that bluster from the late patriarch, the statement he made regarding the talent agency sector… it was just that. Bluster. His eldest son took over as CEO⁠—”

      “Desmond stole the company in a hostile takeover. Not that I’m complaining,” she amended when his jaw dropped.

      Desmond O’Connor seemed more intent on keeping the paper running than the old man had… for now.

      “However it happened, whatever he said, Charles O’Connor didn’t have the power to make changes to the structure, executive or otherwise, Shanny.”

      Shanny. Again. She squared her shoulders. “If we find out that it was foul play, help bring a murderer to justice, we’ll be heroes. The O’Connors will be in our debt.”

      And they needed all the goodwill they could manage. Newspapers were going the way of the dinosaur—no one bought paper copies any longer. They were relying on good faith and the desire of Desmond O’Connor and his brother John to maintain at least one sector with a reputation for journalistic integrity. There had already been rumors that their paper was on its way out—too many not to be based in truth.

      “What if it’s one of them?” Gary asked, one brow cocked like a salt-and-pepper caterpillar over his right eye. “What if you’re right, and Charles O’Connor didn’t die of natural causes? What if one of the O’Connors—one of the owners of this paper—killed their father?”

      “Straight to the tabloid nonsense, huh, Gary?” She shook her head. “I’ve known Sabrina forever. She’ll want the truth.”

      That wasn’t actually true. She’d met Sabrina O’Connor exactly twice, both at the hospital the week her own father died. Shannon hated to throw her name around, but desperate times called for piling on the lies. And Gary should believe it. Shannon had written an editorial piece about the only sister in the O’Connor family. Four brothers—what garbage luck.

      Shannon threw her shoulders back, her full height of five-five not even close to domineering, and leveled her gaze at him. Aiming for angry bull, probably only managing a Chihuahua in headlights. “Either way, don’t you think the truth should win out? You’re the one always talking about journalistic integrity.”

      Gary blinked and finally stepped back around his desk, edging toward his chair. A sure sign that the conversation was over—that he was done with her. “Officially, I’m telling you to stay away from it. It’s your ass if this goes belly-up.”

      She stared. She hadn’t been expecting that—she’d been hoping that he’d tell her to stay away from it, give her another day to find a real story. “And unofficially?” she said slowly.

      “We’re on our way out, Shanny. You know it, I know it. And after your piece on President Morrison, no other paper will touch you.” It was this job or no job—that’s what he was saying.

      Shannon swallowed hard, dry throat clicking. “Someone murdered the old man,” she said, hoping it was true. “And I’m going to prove it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            DESMOND

          

        

      

    

    
      Mist crawled along the cobblestone walkway like smoke, leaking through the wrought-iron fence, slinking between brick-house guards placed to keep lookie-loos at bay. The security guards were also flashing agitated side-eye at the photographers, the worst of whom were calling questions, the best lurking like poisonous snakes in the grass around the church’s perimeter. Quiet but ready to strike should the opportunity present itself.

      Desmond had arrived via the graveyard around back instead of the street, the grass hissing against his suit pants, the cold of the dead leaching into his bones along with the rain. The priest had ushered him in through the service door, a skeletal man with a horrifying mole on his left temple, a good twenty years older than his father. Perhaps it was the old priest’s age that made him wise enough to walk away once he’d deposited Desmond on the front steps of the church.

      Rain pattered against the overhang and the stone gargoyles above him—the cracked one with a single wing had always been Desmond’s favorite. The cathedral at his back reeked of old things, of dust and depression, of childhood Sundays. Spiced incense clung to his jacket after only three minutes inside.

      It smelled of his father.

      Desmond blinked and tried to relax his jaw. Yes, the priest knew when to leave. Unlike Charles O’Connor, who’d taken far too long.

      “Desmond, my boy.”

      My boy. The hairs along his spine went rigid, but his face did not change—business required one to become a master of disguise. He turned. The short man who’d spoken stopped at the top of the stone steps beside Desmond and reached out to clasp his hand. Desmond’s fingers would be chapped by day’s end. Everyone wanting to bask in the orbit of the bereaved, revel in their grief. Looking for where the skin was thinnest so they could suck out the tender bits.

      That’s why he was out here—keeping the leeches from his brothers, his sister. His father had been a cold, uncaring monster, and his mother… well, she only recognized them occasionally these days. Someone had to put his siblings first. It had to be Desmond—it had always been Desmond.

      It always would be.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss,” the man said.

      Desmond had no idea what his name was. From the look in his eyes, he believed himself special—an investor brought in by one of his brothers, perhaps, or a man his father had some passing financial dealings with. It was hard to say with his father.

      Charles O’Connor had immersed himself in his business, but he’d also had a penchant for gambling. Booze. Women. Shady characters had started showing up around the office near the end, probably bookies—as if they’d be able to muscle Charles O’Connor. At least his father’s questionable, and perhaps unstable, behaviors had been enough to expel him from his position in the company.

      Desmond nodded at the man—too nice a suit to be a bookie, too nice a watch not to be wealthy in his own right. “Thank you for coming. My father would appreciate it.” It was a lie—his father appreciated nothing.

      In grade school, his brother Finn had drawn their family for Father’s Day, and Charles had torn it apart because Finn had given him only four fingers. His brother had never stopped trying to produce something their dad would appreciate. He’d never once succeeded.

      None of them had.

      The man pursed his lips, nodded, then said, “I know this is a trying time. If you or your family need anything at all…” His brown eyes glinted against the gray sky, but the flicker was not grief or sadness. Hope. Looking for an opening—an opportunity. Seeking a ladder.

      Desmond forced a smile, shook the man’s hand once more, then drew his fingers back. “Enjoy the service.” Dickhead.

      The man’s eyes widened, but he did not stay to question the edge in Desmond’s voice. He stepped away and slunk through the arch to join the others in the cathedral—all of them the same. That was the other reason Desmond was outside. There would be no more sincerity in the nave than there was in the reporters beyond the wrought-iron gate.

      “It’s like the old goat’s pissing on us one last time.”

      Desmond glanced over to see his younger brother, John, striding from the entry. John cocked his head, his eyes dancing, but his lips remained solemn.

      “If only it were just piss.”

      John’s nose wrinkled. “What’s worse than piss?”

      Blood, Desmond thought. Blood had given them more trouble than any other fluid. Well, maybe that wasn’t quite true. If his father had kept his dick in his pants, they’d have at least three fewer problems.

      John took a spot beside Desmond, one shoulder against the stone wall of the church. John’s green eyes almost perfectly matched Desmond’s, same with that square-jawed-Grecian-nose thing all the men in their family were blessed with. But John’s hair was shorter, a dirty shade of blond. His claim to fame was a single crooked canine tooth that all the women’s magazines seemed to find endearing. A flaw in an otherwise flawless exterior. A crack in a gargoyle. No one liked their facades too perfect.

      Desmond shrugged. Instead of responding to his brother’s question, he said, “I saw Finn in the main cathedral, standing beside the casket. The Hulk’s playing bodyguard to a dead man.”

      Their younger brother, third from the top, was the biggest of them all—six-seven with arms like tree trunks. He had to have all his clothes custom-made, or he’d tear straight through them, earning him the nickname.

      “Yeah, he always did have his head up Dad’s ass. No reason for that to change now.” John sniffed, his pinky tap-tap-tapping against his pants pocket—either jonesing or anxious. Hopefully, it was nerves. He’d been sober three months now… well, two and a half. “Sabrina’s in there with him. Wearing a dress and everything.”

      “Not scrubs? That’s a shocker.” Desmond drew his gaze back to the road. One of the reporters, a guy with a chin dimple that looked like a butt, raised a hand to wave. Desmond ignored him. “Did Archer call you or Finn?” Archer was far more likely to reach out to John than Desmond himself, but Archer and Finn were the closest.

      “Finn. Archer’s in Thailand. Probably celebrating the old man’s passing by fucking a bunch of groupies.”

      Of course he was. Of the five O’Connor children, Archer and his father had gotten on the worst. A part of him had expected Archer to return just to take a shit on the old man’s headstone.

      “I did think he might show for the reading of the will,” John went on.

      Desmond shook his head. Their youngest brother couldn’t care less about the money, the voting shares, or the business that Desmond had been carefully cultivating his entire life. Instead of leaning into the opportunities the business offered, Archer had wanted nothing except to get out from under Daddy’s thumb. He’d actually managed to do it… unlike the rest of them. Even now, Desmond felt the old man’s presence like a low throb in the roots of his teeth. A painful, rotten ache.

      Desmond blinked at the front sidewalk, taking in the butt-faced waver, the other lookie-loo reporters shrouded in mist, the security guards damp with hazy rain. A sea of black umbrellas and flashbulbs, the occasional business associate crossing the threshold onto hallowed ground.

      Desmond frowned at the flashing cameras. How many billions would it take for them to leave his family alone? He shook off the thought. There was no price with reporters. They’d wring you dry and beg for more.

      John was still watching him, waiting for him to respond. He could feel his brother’s eyes like lasers on his cheek.

      “You know that Archer doesn’t care about the will,” Desmond said.

      “Yeah.” John finally turned away and followed his gaze to the street. “He’s the smart one. Hell, I think Sabrina just showed up to whisper one last time into the casket that she can ‘pay her own way, damnit, Daddy.’”

      Desmond repressed a smile. The photographers around the perimeter would love to get a shot of him grinning. Yes, he technically had the ability to squash any story, but Desmond didn’t screw with the press. They were leeches, but freedom of speech was not to be taken lightly.

      “Just so you know, the Duffys are in there, too,” John said, his tone heavy with distaste. “I sprayed a bunch of that awful cologne Dad liked on their pew; they’re going to stink all day.”

      Desmond snorted. His brother had always loved a good practical joke, but the Duffys might like that—letting their father rub off on them. “Is Rosalie here?”

      “Nah. That old bat knew better than to show her face today.”

      “Good.”

      The ex-stripper and matriarch of Charles O’Connor’s second family still had her wits about her—of course she did. One needed a little evil in them to survive a domineering psychopath like his father. Desmond’s own mother was a saint, so it was no wonder that her mind had broken. But the rest of the Duffys…

      “Are those jackals excited about the will?”

      John sniffed. “Yeah. They seem to think there’s going to be some big revelation.”

      There was. Desmond was almost certain of it, based on Anne Backstrom’s phone call. He could still hear the lawyer’s voice: Listen, you and I need to speak about this before we tell the others.

      But how bad could it really be? “I’m the CEO, and I have the support of the shareholders. You’re the head of all regional networks, all our TV and print, and profits have soared since you took over. Finn’s killing it in the real estate and investment sector—no one can take those things away. Maybe he gave the Duffys some cash. A few cars, the vacation houses.”

      John shrugged. “He had a lot more than that to distribute.” Shares to will away to his other family—that’s what he meant.

      Once he’d taken over, Desmond began working to shift his father’s voting shares. The bastard died before he’d managed it.

      But while his father was a mean old asshole, he had a thing about legacy—heritage. Even if he was angry enough to leave Desmond himself out of the will and split his shares equally among his seven other children, the four other O’Connors would still hold a wide margin over the three Duffys. It was the margin they needed—the voting rights attached to those shares. Those with the votes could divert funds, diversify, liquidate.

      If the Duffys got their greedy paws on too many, they’d run O’Connor Media Enterprises into the ground out of pure spite. And his father knew that—he wouldn’t let everything he’d built crumble. The bottom line had always meant more to him than his family.

      Desmond shook his head, letting his eyes graze the passerby. A single red umbrella cut the sea of black like a beacon in the gloom. “He wouldn’t give power to the Duffys,” Desmond said, his eyes on the red umbrella. “He was too proud of the company to see it fail.”

      John squinted at the sky, the pissing rain. “Have you met our father? He’d run the company into the ground just so he could brag to Saint Peter that the business couldn’t succeed without him. He got rid of our cat because it liked Archer more than it liked him.”

      The red umbrella broke away from the pack and edged its way through the wrought-iron gates. Desmond frowned. It was an ostentatious piece of rain protection, unusual for a funeral. She wanted to be noticed.

      Very well, then. Let’s see what you want.

      But despite his assessment of the look-at-me umbrella, she was not paying attention to him, nor was she watching his brother. The umbrella covered the top half of her face, so she had to be watching the cobblestones beneath her high heels. Legs hidden at the thigh beneath black satin, no cleavage visible, though she had plenty to spare. A black trench coat kissed her knees.

      She tripped halfway up the walk, and Desmond jolted off the wall, but she was too far away for him to help. She didn’t need him anyway; she righted herself and shifted the umbrella. Mousy ash-blonde hair that perfectly suited her heart-shaped face. She looked familiar, but he couldn’t place her—not a stranger, though, was she? What manner of business associate was the newcomer? She wasn’t family, and the O’Connors didn’t have friends. Well… maybe Archer did.

      “She’s a reporter at The Hudson Sentinel,” John said, reading his mind. “She wrote that piece about Sabrina last year. That’s the only reason I voted not to shut print down at the last shareholder meeting.”

      Desmond frowned. “The piece about… the kindness of strangers in the face of death? Was that the one?”

      John nodded but kept his gaze on the approaching woman—the red umbrella. “A real tear-jerker,” he said sarcastically.

      But Desmond remembered thinking they should give her more stories—more headlines. Sure, she’d been talking about how awesome his sister was, but still.

      He blinked as she reached the stairs and began to climb, her eyes downcast, still not paying attention to Desmond or his brother. But she would soon enough. She was making an appearance because she wanted to keep her job, right? Wanted to make sure they didn’t scrap her newspaper and reimagine it as an app. Always with an agenda. Disappointing, but not surprising.

      The woman stopped on the steps mere feet from them and moved the umbrella just enough to meet Desmond’s gaze. Glassy, brown eyes like liquid amber. No eyeshadow or foundation. Clear lip gloss only. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      His breath caught in his chest, lungs twisting at the look on her face. She was the first person at this funeral who truly looked sorry; she appeared more sorry than he was about his father’s death. Yet, she didn’t reach for his hand as the others had. She blinked once at him, then at John, and before he could respond, she turned away, leaving him staring after her.

      Huh.

      She paused outside the entrance and closed the dripping red umbrella, her eyes on the open double doors. Whatever was happening with the paper, she wasn’t here for him or for John, the direct head of the sector she worked for. In a world of jackals, she was… what? Someone here to pay respects for the sake of his sister? That made sense. The reporter obviously held Sabrina in high regard, as she should. Everyone should. But⁠—

      “Yo!” John snapped his fingers in front of Desmond’s face. “Earth to Desmond.” John was staring at him, one eyebrow raised. “That… was weird. You fuck her and forget her, or what?”

      Desmond shook his head. “I think I’d remember that.”

      John frowned. “Would you?”

      “I never forget a face. Or an ass.” He tried to cock a somber-enough-for-the-press smile but failed.

      “Good.” John nodded. “You won’t mind if I fuck her then.”

      Desmond cut his eyes at the door. The reporter was shaking her umbrella, still not looking at him. And then she did, those glassy brown eyes tight as she stepped through the arch and into the church—so damn sad.

      His face went hot. Fire rose in his belly, burning the base of his esophagus.

      She’s mine. The thought was so intrusive and forceful that he was momentarily certain that someone else had yelled it into his ear. But when he turned back to his brother, John’s lips were pressed together.

      Strange; perhaps the stress was getting to him. He’d never gotten between a woman and his brother. Yet, he couldn’t stop himself from glancing back at the arched entrance where she’d disappeared.

      “Leave Sabrina’s friend alone, John.” His voice came out lower than he’d intended and far more dangerous.

      John’s eyes widened, surprised. That was not a tone he ever used with John. The man had enough problems, and Desmond had no desire to be one of them. He was the protector of the family—the alpha.

      The big brother.

      “You having trouble with the ladies?” John asked.

      Was boredom trouble? Maybe that was all this woman was—something different. Something novel. The one person in this place who wasn’t here to kiss his ass or dig their greedy claws into his flesh.

      He sighed and broke eye contact. This morning’s mini-romp with the redhead hadn’t taken the edge off after all. Maybe he’d speak to the reporter. Just for fun. And if that conversation went well… would he bend her over a headstone? Fuck her against the stone wall of the nave? He was already going to hell.

      His pants felt tighter now, his zipper angry. What was wrong with him?

      They’d barely spoken. He didn’t even know her name.

      And the most unnerving part was that, for once, he actually wanted to.
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      Shannon hadn’t been sure what to expect when she strode up the walk to the church, but she hadn’t anticipated that they’d let her inside with barely a second glance.

      Sure, she had dressed the part and walked in confidently—like she belonged there. Believing that you belonged was vital to any charade. During her professional career, it had allowed her entrance to places from which most people would run screaming.

      She’d slipped seamlessly through war-torn streets, watched blood-letting ceremonies, observed cult members during their day-to-day errands. She’d also marched into exclusive parties and engaged with country club members without drawing too much attention. Always after a story—a story those around her wanted to hide.

      Today was no different. As she entered the cathedral, the tapping of her heels echoing hollowly against the stone walls, she felt like a dog with a bone, trapped by growling wolves. Excitement zipped through her veins. But the hairs along her spine remained raised, a profound unease that she hadn’t felt in years.

      Shannon had interviewed dictators, murderers, and psychopaths. She knew what simmering rage looked like. And there was a quiet kind of violence inside Desmond O’Connor.

      The quiet ones were always the most frightening.

      They were never quick to the punch—they did not wear their fury on their brows nor in the set of their lips. They watched, patient, while your blood thrummed with electric fire, waiting until they found exactly where to poke a sharp stick—weaknesses they could exploit. You never saw them coming until you got stabbed. And as a journalist, the stabbing was the part you waited for, muscles clenched. When a piece came together, when they showed you, finally, who they really were, that’s what got you off: That singular moment of sharp, steely clarity. That was the moment that made all the horrors worth it.

      The incense was overpowering, the sweet reek of burning spices: cinnamon, sage, cardamom, anise. Stained glass leaked wan thunderstorm-infused light into the nave, candlelight flickering from the narrow table along the back of the church. Her heart throbbed a too-fast rhythm inside her head.

      Shannon hadn’t come here thinking that what she’d told Gary was true, hadn’t actually thought the old man had been murdered. She’d come here thinking she might find another story, a better story—at worst, maybe an editorial piece like the one she’d written on Sabrina. Gary wouldn’t have loved that; not hard-hitting enough, more of an emotional think piece that she could have twisted to explore some topic relatable to the general populace. The loneliness of wealth, perhaps. People loved to ponder all the ways they might be better or happier than those with power.

      But she’d never met the CEO of O’Connor Media Enterprises before today. And she knew that Charles had spent the last six months trying to make Desmond’s life a living hell. If anyone had it in them to murder their father, it was a man like Desmond O’Connor.

      Shannon crept as silently as she could manage toward the back pews, walking on the balls of her feet when the heels proved too noisy against the polished wood. She took a breath, trying to calm the rushing of blood in her head. Desmond was domineering, his gaze fierce with cold calculation, but electricity vibrated off him in a cloud—charm in the set of his lips. No wonder the press liked him so much. No wonder he was so convincing in a boardroom, why he’d been so easily able to take his father’s company from underneath him. Why rumor had it that he could talk the pants off of anyone with breasts.

      Anyone but her. Obviously.

      She peeled the trench coat from her shoulders; she’d left her umbrella leaning against a wall off the main entry. No room for her to sit unless she squeezed beside some hoity-toity hedge-fund creep, and it wasn’t worth the dirty looks at her cheap shoes or the way her skin would crawl when they touched elbows. It was something in the glint of their eyes when they glanced her way.

      This was an army of people who believed they owned her or could for the right price, all in suits that cost more than her brownstone, whose grandchildren’s grandchildren would never have to work. Wives in this world bore the successors upon which the next generation of billion-dollar businesses were built, the princes of oil and media and Silicon Valley empires. And when they had bled and nursed and raised up that next generation, they were discarded for younger models. The O’Connor family was no different.

      She could see the Duffys sitting in the fifth row, shoulder to shoulder. She backed up to the side wall, scanning the room, her coat folded over her arm. Three children born to Rosalie Duffy, each belonging to Charles O’Connor, all dark-haired and blue-eyed like their mother instead of green-eyed like their father as if the universe wanted it clear that the bastards were, in fact, bastards.

      Rosalie herself was not in attendance, but Charles Jr. sat in the middle, the oldest Duffy boy, Charles O’Connor’s only namesake—younger than Desmond by three months. Technically not a “junior” since he bore his mother’s last name, but people in this world made up their own rules. She’d only seen two interviews with him, but there was no denying that the guy was an asshole. His sister Caroline wasn’t any better, examining her fingernails where they rested on her thick thighs, her fiancé, Roger Harrison, at her side—heir to an oil fortune. Their children would probably be swaddled in gold leaf.

      She tensed as a pair of tall women in long, black wedding-esque veils edged past her to crowd against the wall at her side. Tight black dresses, lots of boob. They belonged at a rock-star wedding photo shoot rather than a funeral.

      Shannon shifted away, but there was little room to maneuver—her nose stung with the bite of expensive cologne. The newcomers blocked her view of Charles and Caroline, but she could still see Ronan, the youngest of the three Duffy children, on the end of the pew, one shoe in the aisle. Different from the rest of them: a working blue-collar detective. He seemed okay. Sad, maybe clinically depressed, but not a douchebag like his siblings.

      Then there were the O’Connors. Siobhan O’Connor, the matriarch, sat in the first pew, flanked by her daughter, Sabrina, and her son, Finn. A steady line of people meandered solemnly up to the casket, stopped to say a few words, then retreated back to their seats.

      No one touched the casket. No one touched his cold hand, stroked his unmoving cheek.

      No one cried.

      No one had cried at her father’s funeral either—she’d been alone at the cemetery. But the funerals of the ultra-wealthy always felt more like poker games. Lots of shrewd gazes and careful maneuvers. There would be parties in the days to come, too. Schmoozing to convince investors that nothing had changed, that their money was safe.

      It should be. Desmond had been CEO for six months since he’d stolen the company from his father, and stock prices were holding steady, even now. But she was here for more. She was here for the truth.

      And if it wasn’t juicy, she’d be completely screwed.

      Shannon cleared her aching throat, tasted incense. She wanted a story, sure, but a great piece would require additional legwork. Making an appearance here should help her look less out of place when she attended one of the galas this week—just another familiar face, since her patented “walk in confident” move wouldn’t likely work as well among suited bouncers and assigned seating. As of now, today’s mission had been accomplished. But her feet remained stuck to the floor.

      What am I waiting for? She frowned, thinking.

      Things had changed since she’d arrived, hadn’t they? Now… she wanted to see Desmond stalk into the room. Wanted to observe him from a place she wouldn’t be seen. His guarded demeanor would not allow her to decipher his mood in the set of his lips, but how fast might he approach his family? Would he hesitate at the casket? Would he be the first to touch his father’s cold, dead flesh? The only one to say goodbye?

      Was he a killer? Was he the killer? She hadn’t killed her own father, but there was a compelling case to be made in favor of such an act. She and Desmond might have that in common. Even if he had killed the old man, she’d make sure her piece was not missing its humanity.

      Shannon blinked—black Burberry in front of her now. A tall man blocked her view of the casket, the pews, the aisle. Shit. She’d been so lost in thought that she hadn’t noticed the cathedral had filled to bursting. People crushed along the back wall behind the flickering candles like sardines. The air was laced with incense and the musk of too many bodies, mint and coffee breath, perfume—a thick stew cloying in her throat. Someone’s arm was pressed tight to her right shoulder. Silk shimmied against her left elbow.

      She tried to suck in another breath but only managed a thin wheeze. She wanted to watch the family, but she couldn’t see a thing, couldn’t breathe back here.

      Shannon pushed herself off the wall, squeezing between fancy women and suited men, making her way back up the aisle against traffic to exit the cathedral. In front of the main entrance, a narrow hallway hooked to the right. She squinted into the dim.

      Maybe somewhere down the hall, the air wasn’t so thin. Perhaps there was a window in the walls of stone or a balcony where she could peer down into the nave. Ancient buildings like this were full of secrets.

      She made her way down the hall, her footsteps echoing against the vaulted ceilings. Near the end, a set of stairs branched upward. Shannon climbed, thighs burning. The muted din of funeral-goers faded. Quiet seeped through her veins.

      At the top of the steps, a long, narrow sitting room waited, adorned in silks depicting Mary with her holy child. But there were no openings along the stretch of wall that should look into the main room. Shannon sighed at an oversized blue couch that appeared as old as the building. Fine.

      The nightly news would show her enough of his demeanor. It would have been nice to offer her condolences to Sabrina after all the woman had done for her when her own father was ill, but she wasn’t comfortable striding up the aisle to the front row. The thought of ambushing the grieving made her chest hurt.

      “Are you lost?”

      Shannon startled and whipped around. Her coat fell to the stone floor.

      Desmond cocked his head and leaned his shoulder against the wall near the steps—mere feet from where she was standing. She bent to retrieve her trench.

      He remained still. Silent. And though she didn’t look into his face as she gathered her belongings, she knew he was still watching from the thrumming of blood in her head.

      Oh, yes, there was something about this man. Something strange—something dangerous. He felt like a story she’d chased for months, a lead set to crack wide open, but first, she had to walk through fire. Pain, then success.

      “Not lost,” she managed, righting herself. “I just needed a moment. The cathedral was…”

      “Crowded,” he said.

      “Sad.”

      “Ah.” He cocked an eyebrow, his emerald gaze brutally sharp. “I didn’t see a wet eye in the house, but I’m sure they’ll pull out the waterworks soon. Once they know I’m watching.” Completely freaking calm.

      But she wasn’t. He was so close to her, heat and needles leaping from his flesh, her skin singing where he almost touched her. Not a shocker, not for her—danger had always gotten her blood flowing. She’d always suspected that this was why she’d never felt enough with Gary, why she’d never been able to love him the way he deserved. When you spent a lifetime chasing danger just so you could write about the way terror felt, you couldn’t be happy with safe.

      But this… this was wrong. She took a step backward, clutching her coat against her chest. “I should go. I⁠—”

      “Thank you for what you wrote about Sabrina.”

      She blinked. His sister. Right. “She’s an amazing surgeon. And an even better human.”

      If he was trying to detect a lie with those sharply focused eyeballs, he wouldn’t find one there.

      “Is that why you’re here?”

      What should she say to that? The truth wouldn’t do. Maybe a half-truth. It felt like he was eviscerating her with his gaze—like he could see inside her soul. But if he could do that, he’d have dragged her out by the hair.

      Her belly tingled at the thought. What is wrong with you, Shannon?

      She forced out, “Your sister was there with me during my father’s last surgery—one of the hardest nights of my life. I just wanted to pay my respects.”

      “From the upstairs hallway?”

      She nodded and squared her shoulders. “I was down in the nave, but… I don’t really belong here.”

      Half of his lip drew up. “You’re right. You don’t.” But it didn’t feel like an insult. He sounded impressed.

      And heaven help her… she liked it. Her stomach swirled with butterflies. Her chest was on fire. His eyes burned into hers.

      “How’s your father now?” he asked. His voice was silkier than the tapestries on the walls.

      “Dead.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m not.” It was true, but it was also the right thing to say, especially if he had conflicted feelings about his own dad. And if he’d killed the man⁠—

      Desmond stepped forward suddenly, closing the distance between them, his warmth enveloping her in a band of electricity. His fingertips grazed her forearm, sending trails of current up through her shoulder and into her heart, then lower, lower in her belly. He smelled of musk and, strangely, of sex.

      Utterly ridiculous. If she’d been alive in evolutionary times, she’d probably have wandered right up to a saber-toothed tiger for the thrill of it. Just so she could feel a little more alive before it ripped her foolish head off.

      “Very, very, sorry,” Desmond repeated.

      Her blood ran cold, then flashed hot. It wasn’t only his nearness causing the reaction; it was that he didn’t sound sorry. Not one bit.

      She nodded, just once, and pushed past him into the stairwell, heading out the way she’d come. It wouldn’t amount to anything—she wouldn’t let it. She wasn’t completely stupid. But those eyes, the way he was staring at her back as she descended, the way his body heat had wrapped her skin in pins and needles…

      It was delicious even if it was dangerous—hell, it was delicious because it was dangerous. She’d never be normal enough to marry a guy like Gary, but the thrill that came with an adrenaline-fueled story? That she understood.

      He might be a killer, Shannon.

      But when she glanced over her shoulder, and he smiled at her with that villainous gleam in his eyes, sparkling green, sharp as knives, her body didn’t care one bit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            DESMOND

          

        

      

    

    
      Desmond stared out the town car’s window into the dark, beads of rain slipping down the glass like tears. His chest was wrapped in a band of anxiety, too tight to speak to Tony as the man drove up the road. Not that Desmond would have much to say right now. His brain wasn’t cooperating, his thoughts fuzzy.

      He saw her in the beading raindrops, her hair in the streaks of light from the passing trucks. He could still smell her in his nostrils—jasmine.

      The woman with the red umbrella.

      How had he forgotten to ask her name? A quick Google search would tell him, even Sabrina could tell him, but he wanted to hear it from her lips. He wanted her to whisper it into his ear—to feel the heat of her breath on his throat. Which was… weird.

      He was many things, but not a romantic. Never a romantic. So what was it about this woman?

      It wasn’t romance—he knew that much. You just want to fuck her. That’s all. You really want to fuck her.

      Desmond shifted against the leather, making it hiss. That was all this was. He’d met her on one of the most stressful days of his life, and she’d provided a much-needed distraction that Candace—no, Cassidy—couldn’t.

      Her eyes. That ass. Her tits, pressing against the black silk of her dress, her skirt sashaying against her thighs. The way she hadn’t even attempted to seek out his attention. The way she’d ignored him. He’d given her his best come-hither gaze, and she walked away. And despite what she’d said, the woman hadn’t spoken to Sabrina to offer condolences—hadn’t approached any of his family.

      It had been a long time since he’d looked at a woman and not immediately known what she wanted. But she was a journalist—she might want anything. Did that even matter? His preoccupation with her this evening certainly wasn’t professional.

      Blood pulsed through his belly, low in his groin. If she had an ulterior motive, he’d solve that mystery, uncover whatever secrets she was keeping from him. Then he’d bury himself inside her.

      Desmond sighed. As soon as he knew what she felt like when she came, he’d grow bored, the way he did with everyone else. But maybe the chase would be interesting enough to keep his head off this bullshit with his father.

      He straightened as the car turned into the private garage at his office high-rise. His siblings, while invested in the financials, hadn’t built their lives around the company. Finn was a suck-up, but not only because he wanted their father’s attention—he’d never gotten that. No, Finn was a gentle soul. He was the peacekeeper. And by sticking close to their father, he could head off conflicts at the pass… not that it always worked.

      And if Finn was the peacekeeper, John was the worker bee. He went along, did his job, but only his job. Archer and Sabrina stayed outside their father’s orbit altogether—the defectors. The scapegoats.

      But Desmond… he was the instigator and the protector. The one who expanded the empire, who pushed harder, faster, better. He had always been the one to take care of things. Had always been the one to put the company and his family first—over his own happiness.

      And he would again this time. Which was why Anne had asked for him.

      Yeah, this is going to be bad.

      Tony parked the car just beside the elevator that led to his office suites. Desmond kicked the door open, shot a backward wave to Tony, then marched over the concrete and into the elevator. Did it smell of jasmine in here, too? Nah, he thought as the box of metal rose, the pressured hiss of gears louder than usual.

      Maybe her perfume had rubbed off on his jacket. Or the flowery smell was in his head, his brain looking for a distraction.

      The elevator slid to a stop at the top floor and dinged.

      The hallway was steeped in silence, his shoes clicking against the wood, bouncing along the glass walls ahead of him like a drumbeat announcing his arrival. Not another person that he could see save the security guard at the far end. Since the takeover, when Anne was here alone—when anyone was working late—it was company policy to keep a guard on duty.

      His father was many things. And one of those things was a psychopath—of this, Desmond was certain. He wasn’t a shrink, but the fact that he couldn’t put it past his father to send a masked shooter after him… That was disconcerting at best. And a risk Desmond could not take, even if he knew his father’s favorite way to destroy people was from the inside. Breaking someone down emotionally and psychologically hurt worse, which meant it was most satisfying. Archer could speak to that better than any of them, but not one of Charles O’Connor’s children had gotten out unscathed.

      Desmond shoved the glass door to the boardroom harder than intended, sending the metal edge thudding into the jamb. Anne looked up, dark curls falling into her gray eyes. Pretty—sister-pretty. Anne shoved her black, owl-rimmed glasses up her nose. She’d already tossed her suit jacket over the back of her chair, papers spread out on the table like wings on either side of her. The floor-to-ceiling windows at her back were dark with night.

      Anne had been with them for two years now, ever since she divorced Charles Duffy. Desmond hadn’t trusted her at first. He still didn’t all the way, truth be told, especially since his father had pushed so hard to hire her. But his father had refused to deal with anyone else when it came to his private affairs, and it felt safer to have Anne here, under the thumb of the company.

      This woman who had married into the family of his enemies also had a single voting share thanks to his father, given when she’d joined O’Connor Media as their head legal counsel. And that vote mattered. Desmond wasn’t about to let her walk away.

      “Long day?” she said, one brow raised.

      She pushed her glasses up her nose again. Neat, professional makeup, her blouse unwrinkled despite hours at the church. Tired eyes, though—bloodshot—which matched the tightness at the corners of her lips.

      Desmond sank into the leather chair across from her. His ass had barely hit the seat when she said, “About four months ago, your father made some distinct… changes to his will.” No bullshit. He appreciated that. “For the record, I’m not on board with these alterations, and I tried my best to talk him out of them. But you know how he is… er, was.”

      Desmond leveled his gaze at her. The silence stretched. Anne pressed a finger against her temple. Biding her time—delaying the inevitable. Oh, this was bad. Really bad.

      “Ms. Backstrom, I know you want to get this over with as much as I do. So what did my father do to fuck me over?”

      “Well, technically, it fucks all of you over exactly the same way.”

      But he’d be the only one who’d try to fix it. And she knew it. Which was why he was here and not John or Finn or even Sabrina—his sister had opted out of any and all family shenanigans when she headed off to Harvard Medical School.

      “This has to do with… my father’s shares? His voting rights?” He’d expected Anne to tell him that his father had cut him out, but from the look on Anne’s face… shit.

      It fucks all of you over exactly the same way. Screwing Desmond over was one thing, but he hadn’t anticipated that he’d cut out the rest of his siblings. Especially Finn—why would he do that to Finn? That little kiss-ass should have gotten more than anyone.

      His chest was burning, his lungs seizing, but he managed, “So, Dad gave the Duffys his shares?”

      His father had some retained voting rights in the takeover, remnants from shareholders who didn’t trust anyone else with their money—fifteen votes worth. Each of his biological children had exactly one vote. Desmond and his siblings had five together. The Duffys had three. If his father’s fifteen went to the Duffys, if they had eighteen now⁠—

      “Actually, no. Your father… he wanted more than a family,” Anne said. “He wanted a legacy. If you and your siblings marry and have children of your own, you’ll retain the lion’s share.”

      The earth stilled, the air frozen in his lungs. What the hell did that mean?

      Desmond laced his fingers on the tabletop and leaned over them as if getting incrementally closer might help him absorb the information. “I don’t understand.”

      “He didn’t leave his shares to anyone… not yet.” She peeled a sheet from the middle of her stack and slid it across the table toward him. “As you know, your father structured the company so that he’d always have the majority vote. When you found a loophole and instituted the takeover, you didn’t dismantle that structure—you put the confidence of the investors first, which kept stock prices high.”

      Right. Because each investor had a link to at least one of the O’Connor children. They trusted the O’Connors to vote on their behalf. An unconventional structure, but it had worked up until this point precisely because the O’Connors themselves were solid—business-minded. When Desmond had taken over, he very carefully turned the investors to his side before he pushed the agenda through.

      Anne went on, “Basically, all you did was make it impossible for him to use his shares. He, a conflicted, deemed unstable party, was forced to abstain in perpetuity. This allowed the rest of the company to function as you chose, so long as you and your siblings voted the same way.”

      He knew that, too. Desmond had been looking for a legal workaround since he’d taken over six months ago. He just hadn’t found one yet.

      “However, on his death,” Anne went on, “those shares can pass to non-conflicted parties. You cut the head off the dragon but left the venomous fangs intact. It’s a loophole.”

      “One you clearly exploited when you wrote his will,” Desmond snapped.

      She shrugged, as unmoved by his tone as his biological sister would be. “Your father started out as a lawyer. He knew that loophole was there, and either I could help him, or he’d find someone else to do it. Someone less ethical.”

      “Even with all your ethics, you seem to have fucked me over pretty well.”

      Her gaze hardened—chips of gray steel. “He wanted to give all of his shares to Charles Duffy. I convinced him to consider what he really wanted for the next generation. I didn’t come up with the details, but at least now you have a chance. Now the shares and control of the company will go to those of his children who marry and have families.”

      Desmond unlocked his fingers and sat back in his seat in slow motion. He wasn’t meant to be a husband or a parent—he’d seen the damage a father could do, and he wanted no part of inflicting that on an unsuspecting child. “So whoever gets married first gets his shares?”

      The Duffys were going to win—Caroline was getting married next month. Were he a different person, perhaps he’d ponder marrying the journalist, fucking her until the “I don’t care about you” smirk vanished from her face, but what then? Kick her out, a quickie annulment? That might work. His mother had suffered greatly at the hands of his father, but how much damage could he do in the week it took to officially scoop up those shares?

      “Wrong again,” Anne said, bringing him back. “Your father allotted double shares to married offspring, one each for the couple, times two. After that, two additional votes for each child.”

      Is she kidding? “So… a married couple gets four votes? A married couple with a child gets six?”

      Anne nodded.

      He frowned, calculating the numbers in his head. If he, John, and Finn got married, they’d maintain control—if they had children, most certainly. But he and his siblings were far less likely to marry than the Duffys. The O’Connors had spent more time with their father. They all felt they’d have been better off if their mother had raised them alone… or never had them at all.

      “This is just a backdoor way for him to give his shares to the Duffys,” he said, his voice steeped in venom. “No one on our side is going to change a damn thing. Sabrina is a surgeon—she doesn’t want kids. Archer is a rock star, off doing God knows what. You really think it’d be good for him to pump out a dozen offspring with his groupies? If we tell him about this, maybe he actually will, and the lion’s share of the company will be in the hands of a bunch of cocaine-fueled band chasers.”

      Anne put up a hand. “That’s not the way this works. Your father was very clear: only legitimate children are eligible.”

      His jaw dropped. What was this, 1930? “What does that even mean?”

      She pushed her owlish glasses up her nose again and pointed to a spot in the middle of another sheet. “Children born out of wedlock don’t count, though the three Duffys are obviously exempt from this requirement.”

      “Obviously,” he echoed, stunned.

      “And the parties in question only retain their shares so long as the parents are together. Anyone getting divorced relinquishes all additional shares and starts again from scratch. Any proof of infidelity negates the shares of the children and parents both. In those cases, you’d retain a single voting share—the share that existed prior to the will.”

      He frowned. “So if you and Charles Jr. had kids, you’d have lost your shares and the children’s shares when you left his sorry ass?”

      She smiled, but it looked forced. “Something like that. But according to this, proof of his infidelity would have negated those shares before we split.” Her gaze darkened.

      Anne never talked about her ex-husband, but Desmond knew she’d been hurt. Whatever Charles Jr. had done to her, it hadn’t healed yet. Not even close.

      Desmond shook his head. “This is ridiculous.”

      He understood the marriage clause as a safeguard to protect against purposeful groupie pregnancies
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