
  
    [image: Her Keeper]
  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      HER KEEPER

      
        NEW YORK ROGUES: ROSSI, ANNIVERSARY COLLECTION

        BOOK 5

      

    

    
      
        QUINN MARLOWE

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2024 by Spitfire Press

        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        Spitfire Press and colophon are property of Glass House Press, LLC, and may not be reproduced.

        No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

        This is a work of fiction. Any names of characters, business, places, events, or incidents are fictitious or have been used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events, is purely coincidental.

      

        

      
        LOC information available upon request.

        cover by Mayflower designs.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Note from the Author

      

    

    
      
        1. Penny

      

      
        2. Michael

      

      
        3. Penny

      

      
        4. Michael

      

      
        5. Penny

      

      
        6. Michael

      

      
        7. Penny

      

      
        8. Michael

      

      
        9. Penny

      

      
        10. Michael

      

      
        11. Penny

      

      
        12. Michael

      

      
        13. Michael

      

      
        14. Penny

      

      
        15. Michael

      

      
        16. Penny

      

      
        17. Michael

      

      
        18. Penny

      

      
        19. Michael

      

      
        20. Penny

      

      
        21. Michael

      

      
        22. Michael

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Ready for More????

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Quinn Marlowe

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Hey y’all, long time no see.

      I’m kidding. This release schedule is making me feel like I see you guys every day. And I kind of love it.

      Here we are at the conclusion of Michael and Penny’s story, and I’ve got to say, I’m still so in love with these two. I never expected them to be bigger than Sloane and Joseph, but every time I dip into their story, I’m blown away by the sheer chemistry these two manage to convey.

      But as I’ve been editing this book, I’ve realized that there’s something even bigger than that, and it’s the friendships these characters have managed to build. Michael and Penny are hot. There’s no escaping that. But the friendship between Brooks, Sloane, and Penny is next level. These girls will go to the ends of the earth for each other. Stand up in front of the hardest gangsters in their city, and not blink an eye. They’ll come up with the stupidest plan possible, and then fight their way out of every corner they find themselves in.

      I had forgotten that aspect, but now that I’m reading the book again… man, am I remembering how much I loved that. These girls have so many ideas, and most of them are bad. But they never back down. These are the girls I wish I was, and the friends we all deserve to have in our lives.

      I’m appreciating that more today than I think I ever have, so in this note, my tone is a little bit different. May you all find your Michael Rossi, with his cold, hard body and that insanely hot passion. And may you also find your Sloane, and your Brooks, and your Penny.

      Because we all need a friend who will put a gun to Michael’s head and threaten to shoot him if he lays on hand on her friend.

      Much love to you all! WAIT UNTIL YOU SEE WHAT I’VE DONE WITH DANTE’S STORY! Make sure you preorder Rebellion and Master, and get into my Substack, because that’s where alllllll the tea is being spilled these days!

      
        
        -Q

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            PENNY

          

        

      

    

    
      God, this was bad.

      In fact, fuck that. This wasn’t bad. It was so much worse than that. So horrible, so terrifying, that I didn’t even have a fucking word for it.

      Partially because I’d never been in a situation like this before, courtesy of everyone in my life having sold their souls to keep me out of the underworld and away from people who could do anything bad to me.

      Until I ran headlong into the deepest depths of that world and, like a complete idiot, fell in love with the guy I was supposed to be spying on. Then got sloppy because I was trying to be a hero.

      Then got caught because I was incapable of hiding my feelings.

      God, why the fuck had I thought this was a good idea?

      “Michael,” I gasped, working hard not to struggle against the hand he had wrapped around my throat. “I swear on everything I hold dear, it’s not what you think. It’s not anything like you’re thinking, honestly. But you’ve got to listen to me so I can tell you what’s happening. I know more about everything than you think I do. You might think you know what I know, but you have no idea.”

      Okay, that might have been a stretch, and I was definitely rambling—a real feat when I was being choked—but I had to say something to get him to let up on the pressure.   

      I had to say something to stop him from looking at me like I’d just killed his dog, his best friend, and his mother, all in one afternoon. And though I’d known he’d have a big reaction, I hadn’t expected him to look like I’d just ripped his guts out. I’d hoped he had feelings for me, but I hadn’t thought they could be that serious. Hell, 90 percent of me had thought I was just another girl to him. Just another one-night stand. He might have been like this with all his assistants, for all I knew.

      But the way he was looking at me right now told me that I’d meant a whole lot more to him than I’d realized.

      And now he thought I’d sold him out. He was furious, his eyes burning with cold blue fire and his face flushed with blood, and I could feel his fingers trembling around my throat. His breathing was harsh, his skin burning against mine like he was being powered by flames of rage. He looked exactly like someone who was about to kill the rat he’d found in his office.

      And that rat was me.

      Only it wasn’t.

      Only it was.

      I knew how it looked. I do. But the truth was, it hadn’t really been my fault. Monica Hart, reporter extraordinaire, had decided she wanted to do an exposé on the Rossi family. And she’d found me and forced me to be her accomplice. I didn’t know what her beef was with the Rossis—or the Brennans—and I’d never asked. I also didn’t know how she’d found me, since both Rossi and Brennan clans had done everything in their power to keep me, their designated good girl, hidden from the eyes of the press. Sure, we’d all been friends when we were in high school, but since we graduated, Sloane, Brooks, Joseph, and even Michael had gone out of their way to keep me hidden.

      But Monica had found me—maybe because she was an investigative journalist and did that for a living—and when she did, she’d been prepared with blackmail. A night I’d spent with Tony Caruso in college, being the stupidest college girl ever born and sleeping with the guy I knew no one in my family would approve of.

      It didn’t help that the entire experience had been terrible, and I’d been regretting it ever since. I didn’t even think about it often. But that wouldn’t help if Monica exposed me to Sloane, Brooks, Joseph, or Michael. Or their dads. It would look like I’d been sleeping with the enemy, and even worse, canoodling with the man who was now dogging Michael’s every step, imposing on his territory and shooting at the Rossi and Brennan soldiers every chance he got.

      Only a rat would sleep with a higher-up from another family.

      And like Michael had just said, the Rossis didn’t let rats live.

      Terrified of Monica outing me for having spent the night with that slob, I’d agreed to get into Michael’s operation and start passing her information, but I would swear on my very life that I’d only done it for the best of reasons. Monica had been on a mission, and if I didn’t help her, she would have found someone who could. She would have inserted someone else into Michael’s private life.

      At least if it was me, I could control the flow of information.

      As I was quickly realizing, though, passing information to anyone was enough to get you killed. Regardless of how harmless that information had been.

      And the worst part—the worst part—was knowing that he’d trusted me. He’d thought I had his back and that he could tell me anything. He’d taken me into his home, into his bed, and made himself vulnerable to me.

      He’d had feelings for me. I could see that much, now.

      And I’d had feelings for him. I’d known I was falling for him, and I hadn’t stopped it. I’d continued to come to work, breathless with excitement at the thought of seeing him, and when he slammed the door and shoved me against the wall, his mouth on mine and his fingers in my hair, I’d opened up for him.

      When he’d pulled me into his lap, I’d melted against him, hot and ready.

      I’d been falling in love. And now I’d ruined it.

      Which accounted for the sharp crack I could feel running right through my middle. That would be my heart breaking, I thought, clinically cool and disconnected. That would be me realizing that I loved him more than I’d realized, and he didn’t love me enough to let me live.

      “I could kill you,” he snarled, as if he was reading my mind.

      “You don’t want to do that,” I gasped.

      Honestly, I didn’t know where I got the nerve to say anything at all. I was shaking so badly I wouldn’t have been able to stand if he wasn’t supporting me. But something, some spark flying up my spine and making it stiff, kept me upright.

      And that something was telling me that unless Michael listened to me—unless he let me give him the information I had, the stuff he didn’t know about—things were going to get a whole lot worse. Michael might never let me into his bed again and he might never look at me like I was the only woman in the world. We might not ever be friends again.

      Hell, we might not ever even speak again.

      But he needed to at least hear the information I was holding, or he could pay with his life. Hell, his entire family might pay.

      He might be ready to kill me, sitting on the edge of squeezing my neck so hard that I choked. But I wasn’t ready to watch him die. I’d come into this trying to save him, and that hadn’t changed.

      “Michael, please,” I whispered again.

      He closed his eyes and groaned like he didn’t even want to look at me anymore—or maybe didn’t want to hear me begging for my life. And I thought for a moment that he might have come to his senses. Maybe he’d remembered our history and the histories of our families and realized that I might actually have his best interests at heart. And if he had, then he might at least listen to what I had to say.

      But when his eyes opened again, they were still hard, cold, and lifeless, and my heart, which had been starting to expand, shrank back to its normal size. He wasn’t remembering the things we’d been through together, or the relationship we’d been starting to build.

      He wasn’t interested in anything I had to say, and I was a stupid, naïve girl to think he would have changed his mind so quickly.

      “I should have known when you accepted the job so quickly that you had an ulterior motive,” he said, his voice low and deadly. “I should have known something was wrong. But I was so hot for you that I didn’t see anything else. So hot for your fucking pussy.” He snorted, laughing at himself.

      At me, for having been party to this stupidity.

      “But not anymore,” he muttered.

      And instead of releasing me, he used his grip on my neck to drag me to the door and then through it.
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            MICHAEL

          

        

      

    

    
      I was so furious, so betrayed, that I couldn’t even see straight, and anyone who knew me could tell you I almost never let my anger get the best of me like that. I didn’t let my emotions rule my decisions, and I never let my temper get out of hand.

      That was my brother’s job. Joseph had all the fire and that worked, because he was out there on the streets, making split-second decision to keep his men and our family safe. My job was to keep my head on straight and make sure the family got exactly what it needed out of every deal.

      Until I met Penny Lane.

      Or rather, until I let Penny Lane burrow her sneaky little way under my skin and make a home there—a position she used to sell me out to the first buyer who came along.

      “I can’t believe I let myself care about you,” I snarled, dragging her along behind me and not caring who the fuck saw us. Sure, the entire office was here, all the secretaries looking up from their desks at the sight of me literally dragging my assistant through the main aisle like she was a prisoner of war.

      I turned to the first one I saw staring and stared right back at her, knowing exactly how scary I had to look at that moment. She grew pale, then even paler, and looked quickly back down at her work. A slight hesitation and her hands went back to typing, the buttons clicking slowly like she couldn’t remember how to use them.

      A moment later all the other secretaries started typing as well. As they should.

      I didn’t look at anyone else as I continued forward, Penny struggling in my grasp. But I didn’t need to see the room to know that everyone was still watching us.

      Because the silence was heavy enough to suffocate a man.

      They were all scared out of their wits. They knew who I was and what we did in this office. They knew who my family was. And I was sure they’d all realized that death made regular appearances on my contact list. They’d just never seen me manhandling one of the employees.

      Especially not one that I was pretty sure they all knew I’d been fucking.

      Then again, none of the employees had ever grabbed my heart and tried to strangle it the way Penny had.

      She had been acting the whole time. Showing me the pretty things with one hand while the other hand was passing information to whoever her contact was. I couldn’t fucking believe I’d been so stupid.

      Though I was even angrier that it made my father right. No, we hadn’t talked about it much—only that one time—but he’d said straight out that we should get rid of her so the Carusos couldn’t use her against us. I’d fought to keep her alive and told him I had a plan to keep her safe.

      And now this. We would have been better off getting rid of her like he’d said we should.

      I fucking hated the thought.

      And there was a part of me—a part that was currently being shouted down by my sheer rage—that was breaking in half at the idea that this girl, who I had thought saw me and actually liked me, had been using me for information. I thought we had something real. Sure, I realized we were both beyond stupid to be going after it and figured we were going to get in trouble for it at some point.

      But I also figured we were going to get in trouble and stand together to face it. I didn’t think I’d even admitted that to myself yet, but I’d definitely been thinking about it. We’d been partners in crime, standing shoulder to shoulder against the world.

      Now…

      I slammed through the door of the conference room, which was further removed from the rest of the office, and shoved Penny toward one of the chairs. “Sit down,” I told her, spinning around to shut the door behind me. “We’ve got some talking to do.”

      I turned back to her expecting to see her terrified, possibly crying in fear. Instead, she looked blank, like whoever had once lived behind her face was just gone.

      A moment later, I realized it was a mask. And I should have known that, except that I hadn’t seen it in so long. Not since we’d started getting to know each other.

      Or thinking we were getting to know each other.

      Because it turned out I didn’t know her at all.

      I walked toward her, slammed my hands down on the table on either side of her, and leaned in until I could smell her. Smell the fear and the slight tang of her perfume. “Tell me everything you told them,” I growled. “And I’ll know if you leave anything out.”

      Mentally, I was going through everything that had happened. A boat—and its shipment—missing fifty miles offshore. Reno’s messages blaming us for its disappearance. Another boat held by the authorities in port. Another of Reno’s shipments. A spy in the warehouse in LA, threatening the jewelry importing business. And that didn’t even start to cover all the random attacks on the streets of Brooklyn. Rossi soldiers who were shot without warning. Families of Joseph’s men threatened. Someone had known things they shouldn’t have known, including the information on a shipment only Alf and I knew about, and they’d used it against us. They’d found us in places they shouldn’t have known to look, hit us exactly where it hurt.

      All the way back to killing a top family guy on a Sunday morning, when he was at breakfast with his wife. No, the guy hadn’t been from our family, but he’d been one of my father’s allies, and leads as to who had killed him were awfully thin. It hadn’t been personal on the surface, but my father had taken it as such.

      That had started all of this, I realized. That shooting had led to my father making a stupid decision to have Sloane Brennan kidnapped, and while Joseph and Sloane were in Italy, everything had gone haywire.

      Penny hadn’t started working for me until a month after Joseph and Sloane got back to New York.

      The timelines didn’t quite match up, I realized, but that didn’t stop me from jumping to conclusions. Maybe they hadn’t known anything before and had just been hitting us at random. Sure, the LA warehouse happened before she started working for me, and the hits on the streets happened earlier.

      I was too angry to let those details get in my way. Things were escalating now, and that did line up with her starting to work with me and having access to more information. That part was so straightforward I was having trouble believing I’d missed it. When it came to our enemies having inside information, there were too many unanswered questions, and she was the only answer.

      Enough had happened since she started working for me that there had to be a connection.

      Also, she’d just copped to it in my office. Saying ‘it’s not what you think it is’ doesn’t mean anything other than ‘I’m doing something I shouldn’t be doing, and I want you to pretend otherwise.’

      Guilty. She was a rat, and I had to treat her as one. No matter how pretty or young or fresh or lovely she was.

      “Talk!” I shouted.

      Penny jerked back, her eyes growing impossibly large, and her mask started to slip. Within moments her eyes were filling with moisture, and a single tear was tracking down her cheek.

      And dammit all to hell, I wanted to reach out and wipe it off her face. Tell her it was going to be okay. Touch her and remember how it felt when she touched me. I wanted the sense of home that came when we she moved against me, and the safety she brought with her.

      Or I wanted to make her cry even harder; I wasn’t sure.

      I was two men in one body, and it was fucking exhausting.

      I pushed the sentimental sap down into the corner and lifted my eyebrows. “Crying’s not going to save you, Ms. Lane. I want a list of the things you’ve had access to and what you turned over to the Caruso family, and I want it now.”

      “I haven’t turned anything over to the Carusos,” she breathed, her voice barely audible.

      I got as close to her as I could get without actually touching her. “No? Then who the fuck are you turning it over to? Because whoever you’ve allied yourself with is using it to kill us, Penny. I need to know who that is, and I need to know now.”

      Her face flushed and crumpled, her body shaking with sobs, but a second later she straightened up and lifted her chin, the crying suddenly finished. She narrowed her eyes at me and pressed her lips together, looking like she was the one who’d been wronged.

      “I didn’t give anything to the Carusos. I’d never give anything to the Carusos. Are you insane?”

      I brought a fist down on the table. “Then who’ve you been talking to? I know you’ve been talking to someone, so there’s no use in denying it.”

      Penny jerked again and her lower lip started to wobble. “No one. Just some reporter. But it was only because⁠—”

      I felt like all the wind had suddenly been taken out of my sails. “A reporter? What the fuck does a reporter want with information about our operation? And why would they…” I cocked my head and looked down at her, trying to put the pieces together. “Why the fuck would they send you?”

      That, of course, was followed by another, far more important, question.

      I glared at the girl in front of me. “And why the fuck would you say yes?”

      Another tear went streaming down her face. And then another. “I had no choice. She had information about me and told me if I didn’t help her, she’d release it. But I only⁠—”

      I didn’t let her finish. “What information? We’ve been watching you since you were fourteen. What the fuck could she have on you that we don’t already know?”

      Her eyes narrowed in anger at that, and I knew I’d touched a nerve. Penny had always been the good girl in our group of gangsters, and she’d always hated it. Everyone else—me, Joseph, Sloane, Brooks, even Penny’s brother Alfonso—had been raised in the mafia world, but Penny wasn’t a part of it. We’d worked hard to keep her out.

      And she’d hated us for leaving her behind.

      “For your information, Michael, I’ve done things you’d never dream of,” she hissed. “Things you could never even imagine!”

      I wrapped my fingers around her jaw and tipped her face up toward mine. “So it would seem. What, exactly, did this reporter have on you?”

      “I’m not going to tell you,” she said evenly. “You’ll think badly of me.”

      Like I could think any worse of her than I already did.

      “You’ll tell me,” I said quietly, “or you’ll be in even more trouble than you already are.”

      She caught her breath like I’d hit her, and her mask started to slip again.

      And at that moment, I almost backed off. I hated scaring her like this. I wanted to take my gun and shoot myself in the foot for making her cry. Yes, I was furious at her for selling me out when I thought we were building something together, but the truth was, I was angrier at myself. I should have known better. I should have seen this coming from a mile away. I hired her without doing a proper background check because I assumed I knew everything there was to know about her, and it turned out I was wrong.

      So, so wrong.

      Penny had, from the first day, been more than I expected. More fiery and more stubborn and a hell of a lot more charming than I ever realized. I was an ass to her from the day she started working for me and she stood in the face of it and laughed at me rather than backing down.

      And then she let me see inside of her, and it had been like finding the other side of the rainbow.

      Of course, maybe it had all been a lie. She could just be a really terrific fucking actress. But it wasn’t a stretch to say she was more than I expected. She had levels I’d never even seen before. And I should have fucking seen it coming. I’d been fascinated by the girl from the day Joseph told me I wasn’t allowed to touch her, and having her under my fingertips just made it worse. I’d watched her walk into the office on that first day knowing I was going to fuck with her and not caring.

      And then I’d started falling for her, and I hadn’t stopped myself. Hell, I’d asked her out and pushed the limits until I had her in my bed riding my cock while I looked up at her and fell in love with her.

      I should have stopped myself.

      I also should have done a fucking background check on her before I hired her.

      And now it was too late for all of that, because I’d fallen in love with a girl who was actively submarining me and my family.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      That made me even angrier than her betrayal. I was smarter than this, dammit. I never fell for women. I used them and then put them to the side, where they belonged. I didn’t have room for that sort of vulnerability in my life. Case in point: I fell for the girl, and she stabbed me in the back the moment I let my guard down.

      The sound I kept hearing in my head was the sound of my heart cracking in two. And I had never dealt with emotion in what you might call a healthy manner.

      I slammed my hands down on the table again. “Tell me!”

      This shocked her so much that she opened her mouth, presumably to tell me what I needed to know, but at the exact same moment, the door behind us flew open, hitting the wall with a bang. Penny jumped and slammed her mouth shut, and I whirled around, furious at having been interrupted.

      Barney was standing there, his own mouth open and his eyes snapping back and forth between Penny and me.

      “What?” I snapped, already tired of him delaying.

      His eyes came to me and stuck there, leaving Penny on her own. “Boss, it’s your dad. Attack on his house. Some of his guards were killed, and he’s holed up in there. Shooters are still outside on the sidewalk. We got the call thirty seconds ago.”

      I was already on my way to the door. “You got the call thirty seconds ago and it took you this long to get in here?”

      “I didn’t⁠—”

      “I don’t care! Watch Penny. Don’t leave her alone.”

      I didn’t stop to see whether he acknowledged me or not. My dad’s place was several blocks from here, and if the call had just come in it meant I could get there before the shooters left the place.

      With luck, get there before they shot my dad as well as whatever guards he had left in the house.

      I sprinted through the office, my phone in my hand and Joseph’s number pulled up, my brain already traveling down to the garage to figure out which car would get me to my father’s house fastest.
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      I stared after the door Michael had just run through, my mouth hanging open and tears still streaming down my face.

      And then I started trying to get myself together so I could take stock of the situation.

      Because if I’d thought Michael was going to calm down and listen to me, I’d been wrong. And I wasn’t stupid enough to think he was going to go save his dad from some sort of assassination attempt and come back in a more rational mood, ready to listen to what I’d been trying to say. Joseph wasn’t here to save me—not that he would, given what Michael thought I’d done—and Brooks and Sloane didn’t even know I was in trouble.

      I was officially on my own.

      And I was in trouble. I’d thought things were bad when Alf came into the office and promptly kicked me out, and I’d been annoyed with Michael’s high-handedness of late. But I hadn’t had any idea how bad it could actually get—which was surprising, given the fact that I’d spent the last two weeks focusing on how things might go wrong with this plan of mine. Now Michael thought I was a rat—I wasn’t, or at least not really—and was on the verge of trying to flat out kill me for what he thought I’d done.

      Things were officially bad with a capital B.

      And I
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