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Undeservedly, you will atone for the sins of the father.

MALCOM O’ROURKE DOESN’T want to want the gift his father gave him, but Ivy Clearwater is hard to ignore. 

He gives in to the passion and desire pulling them together, only to have the situation blow up in his face. After her father attempts to contact her through a friend, things get bad—for Malcom.

Ian O’Rourke punishes him for the security breach. Withy Ivy’s tender, loving care and her attention, he begins to heal from the latest beating. A night out ends in a nightmare. 

Everything he feared is on the verge of coming true when his father’s sworn enemies capture him with the intention of making Ivy pay for his sins. 
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Malcom

My father rarely entertained guests or business associates at the house, but today he had made an exception. There had been a demand for my presence. I wasn’t up for visitors, but it wasn’t an option. When father said jump, my only question was to be how high. I didn’t get to question his motives. I wasn’t privy to his reasons for breaking the rules and bringing associates into his house. I didn’t ask either. 

My face still hurt from the beating the other night and I was in a shit mood. Part of me suspected he wanted me at the meeting to prove a point to his associates. He wanted them to see the evidence of his wrath. I hated being used for show and tell, but it wasn’t the first time, and it sure as hell wouldn’t be the last—unless I was able to get away. 

I took my seat at the table and eyed the four men sitting across the table from my father and I in the formal dining room. They were allies, associates if you will, but not partners by any means. My dad partnered with no one. He was far too greedy to split the profits. 

It was the Elroy family, the father and his three sons sitting at the table. They were in the drug running business. My father felt running drugs was beneath him, but in the world of crime, one needed allies in all pockets of illegal activities. And the Elroys, along with a handful of other drug pushing families, wanted my father’s power in their corner when it came time to go up against one of their enemies. And they all had enemies. 

“This is not going to be ignored,” the Elroy patriarch said, slapping his hand on the table. His three sons, all close in age, in their twenties probably, nodded their heads. I had no idea what was going on. Clearly, my father had more information than I did. I studied the faces of each of the men and detected sadness and anger. 

They weren’t exactly the most attractive bunch. I had a feeling the younger one sampled the product he pushed quite often judging by the marks on his face and that twitchy look he had about him. The older two looked like they had been in their fair share of fights, with crooked noses and various scars marring their faces. The drug business was a tough gig. I was secretly happy we weren’t involved. Druggies and dealers were tough, violent and unpredictable customers. 

“The MacAvoys have been a problem for years,” my father agreed. “Start at the beginning. You said they’ve been picking off your dealers?” 

My eyes turned back to the elder Elroy man. His eyes met mine, wincing as he took in the ugly bruising around my eye. I gave him a cold, hard look. I knew my face looked bad, and I was used to the stares after a beat down. He looked away, turning his focus back on my father. 

“Not just my dealers. My sister’s boys, they were slaughtered four nights ago,” he said, the pain evident in his voice. 

I stared at him, finding it odd that he cared for the slain family members. In his line of work, that had to be a pretty common occurrence. I couldn’t imagine my father feeling that kind of pain if I were to be killed. He’d be pissed, but I doubted it would actually cause him any real pain.

“And you think it was the MacAvoys?” my father asked. 

Elroy nodded. “I know it was.”

“What proof do you have?” I asked. “You’re asking us to go to war, what’s your proof? How do we know this isn’t a ploy to get us to do your dirty work and take out the competition?”

My father glared at me. I didn’t care. It wouldn’t be his ass out on the line taking care of shit. It would be mine. The MacAvoys wanted me dead. They would be thrilled to meet me outside the protection of my father’s fortress. I would be in the trenches while he sat protected in his luxury home. I was sick of doing the heavy lifting while he did nothing. 

“The proof?” Patrick Elroy said, looking at me with anger and frustration in his eyes. “The proof was the bodies found in the front yard of their parents’ home. My sister’s home. My sister found her three children brutally murdered on her front lawn when she stepped out to get the morning paper! They had even been sliced up after being shot in a cruel mutilation of their bodies. It was a message.”

“We have to ask questions,” my father said. “I’m sorry to hear of the deaths your nephews.”

I could hardly look at him. I was so tired of the game. I just wanted out. I knew it wasn’t an option, but damned if I didn’t want to get away from him and all this madness. I wanted to get Ivy away from it, too. She was not cut out for this world. It was only a matter of time before my father snapped and decided she was to blame for something. I wouldn’t let her be hurt by him. 

There was a silence at the table before the elder Elroy spoke again. “My sister is not handling this well and I fear she will not ever get over it. She says she can’t live in this world without her children.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” my father said. 

It made me sick to my stomach to watch him act like he gave two shits. He didn’t care about anyone except himself. And his money. Money meant everything to him. He had no regard for anyone’s life but his own.

“We have a long history, Ian,” Patrick said. “We’ve been able to work well together, stay out of each other’s way and help when needed. We’ve not only suffered a huge hit personally, but to our business as well. They were killed during a routine delivery. The product was taken. Whoever did it, knew exactly where they would be.”

My father nodded. “I see. Inside job?”

“No!” the eldest Elroy son shouted. “None of us would ever do something like that. They were our cousins.”

I shrugged. “Doesn’t that mean there’s a bigger piece of the pie for you?”

The elder son glared at me. “Unlike your business, we need bodies in the field. The more we have, the more we make. We need runners we can trust. Our cousins were some of the best. We would never hurt them.”

I smirked. “What you really mean is now you have to take over their routes and get your hands dirty.”

“Malcom,” my father warned. 

I didn’t look at him. My gaze was locked with the young man across the table, daring him to make a move. I would put him down. Hell, I’d been itching to work out the anger I felt at my father. I would love to slam my fist into the kid’s face a few times. 

“Our operation is a family business,” Patrick said in a stern tone. “We do not sacrifice anyone.”

My father tapped his fingers on the table for a few seconds before turning to look at me. I grudgingly turned to face him, raising one eyebrow. “What?” I asked somewhat irritably. 

“What do you think?” he asked. 

I wasn’t sure why he was asking me. We all knew what the situation was. It was yet another test. I was sick of the tests. He didn’t care what I thought. He’d already made up his mind. 

“I think there is only one logical conclusion,” I said, looking at the four men across from me. 

“And that would be?” my father pressed. 

“It was MacAvoys,” I answered. “I agree. We all know their calling card. It’s a waste of time to ask questions on the street. It could take weeks to question the competition they have. No one is as cold and ruthless as the MacAvoys. They want blood. Everyone knows our long-standing relationship with the Elroy family.”

“They hit us to get at you?” the younger Elroy asked.

I shrugged. “Maybe. They want to call me out. They can’t get to us, so they will go after our allies.”

Patrick scoffed. “No one is untouchable.”

I smiled. “We are.”

“Now, son, don’t be cocky,” my father pretended to lecture. I could see by the look on his face he was proud of his strength, proud of my arrogance. He’d gone to great lengths to create his empire, building on the blood I had spilled.

“If I hadn’t seen the MacAvoys recently, I would be less inclined to believe it was them. However, I know they’re back in town and I know they want blood. They’re going to go after everyone that is associated with us.”

“So, we’re paying for your sins?” the middle Elroy snapped. 

I rolled my eyes. “I highly doubt that it would be my sins you’re paying for. You’re not exactly saints.”

“Enough,” Patrick boomed. “Ian, I can’t let this stand. I need to cash in that favor you owe me. With the recent DEA bust, I’m stretched thin. I’m sitting on product that needs to get moved. If I don’t move product, I don’t make money. I have creditors that will not care about my situation. I can’t go to war. I don’t have the numbers.”

“We don’t have the men to lose,” the elder brother said, his tone pleading. 

Patrick looked at my father again. “You and I,” he started. “We have—”

My father cut him off, waving a hand. “I know our terms,” he said gruffly. 

I wasn’t aware of the terms, but I knew an ally was usually formed in blood. Patrick Elroy and my father went back a long way. Elroy ran drugs and my father ran everything else. I didn’t know how they helped each other and didn’t care. 

“We need to talk,” Patrick said. 

I wanted to be a smartass, but kept my mouth shut. We had been talking. I knew Patrick wanted to talk to my father alone, which seemed silly. It was the younger generation that was going to be responsible for carrying out whatever action they deemed appropriate. 

My father stood. “We’ll be back shortly.”

The two of them left the room, leaving me alone with the Elroy boys. I studied each of them and decided none of them were capable of running their father’s business should he be taken out. That was likely what the MacAvoys were counting on. They crippled the operation in preparation for their main goal to cut the head off the snake. The Elroy family would fall and there would be one less competitor on the market. 

Despite the fact that I felt nothing for them, I could see they were grieving. I didn’t know what it was like to have a family, but I imagined losing a family member would be hard. It made me think of Ivy. I didn’t even really know her, but I already feared losing her. I had to do something to get her away from my father. 

“Condolences,” I said, looking at each of them. 

“Thanks.”

“How old were they?” I asked out of curiosity. 

“One was seventeen, the others were nineteen and twenty-two,” the older Elroy answered. 

I grimaced and shook my head. I didn’t say anything more. There was nothing to say. My dad was already plotting revenge. Avenging the senseless death of a teenager made it a little easier to stomach. I wasn’t fond of killing, but the MacAvoys were a bad lot that needed to be exterminated and I wouldn’t mind being a part of that process. 

I was hoping it would be my last official act as an O’Rourke. I wanted out. I wanted away from him. I didn’t care if I wouldn’t have his wealth or his protection. I just wanted to be away from it all. I wanted Ivy away from it as well. 
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Ivy
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I KNEW I WASN’T DOING myself any good by holing up in the room and pretending the outside world didn’t exist. But after seeing Mack the night before, I couldn’t leave my room. His angry shouts still echoed through my head. His face—it had looked horrible. I couldn’t believe he’d left me looking perfectly fine and then the next day, looked so awful. 

Sitting in the chair that I had dragged over to the window several days ago, I stared out over the backyard. He’d been so angry. He had scared me. If that had been his goal, he was successful. I was afraid to leave the room. I had thought he and I were friends at the very least, but I’d been wrong. He’d been using me. Or maybe I had been using him. Either way, we didn’t have some special bond. We weren’t going to fall in love and break the mold by two enemies coming together. We weren’t a modern-day Romeo and Juliet. 

He was a thug. His family was into crime and it didn’t matter how gorgeous he was or how well he could kiss, I wanted nothing to do with his life or his past. He was a bad man who did bad things. That was putting it mildly I supposed. He killed people if the rumors were to be believed. He was a man that had done horrible things and I had tried to paint him as ‘misunderstood but good at his core.’  

He wasn’t. He wasn’t good. I didn’t think he even wanted to be. What he wanted was in my pants and I damn near invited him in. It was a testament to how lonely I was in this place. I had sought out the attention of a damn killer and now felt completely foolish. I was smarter than that.

His reaction the night before was a stone-cold reminder of just how much danger I was truly in. I didn’t have him in my corner. He wasn’t my friend. We’d kissed. Big deal. I had let the heady combination alcohol and desire cloud my judgement. Malcom O’Rourke was a monster. He always had been, and he always would be. My father tried to warn me. Nat had warned me, but I was gaga for the tall, dark and dangerous dude. 

Not anymore. 

My eyes were wide open and I would not be fooled again. I was going to remind myself of the incident in his room every time I thought he was okay. I was going to remind myself of the way he had looked at me with such fury. And his voice. It had been so full of hate and rage. He wasn’t okay. I was glad I had learned early on. It would have been horrible to have slept with him and then figured out he was a cold-hearted snake. 

I tossed off the blanket I had over my lap and got up. Sitting in the room and sulking wasn’t helping my mood or my situation. If I didn’t keep moving, I was going to fall into a deep depression. Last night I had reached my breaking point and it sucked, but I survived. Things were only going to go up from here. I hoped. 

Wearing the usual yoga pants and a tee, I headed downstairs to make some coffee. I could hear the TV. It was turned down low. Becker always kept it low. I figured out it was because he wanted to be able to hear me or anyone sneaking in. I glanced over and saw the familiar ESPN image. The man loved sports. All sports. I wasn’t even sure if he was actually paying attention to it. It seemed more likely he just liked watching the screen in general.

“Good morning,” he mumbled. 

“Hi,” I said, a little embarrassed after my freak out the night before. 

“Feeling better?” he asked casually. 

I shrugged. “I suppose.”

I put coffee on before popping a couple slices of bread in the toaster. Sipping the coffee, I was staring out the window and getting lost in thought. I couldn’t help but wonder what was happening in the house. Had Mack got beaten up again? Did he beat someone else up? Was he even there? No matter how many times I told myself not to think about him, or how hard I tried to dismiss him from my thoughts, he was always front and center.

“Did you get any sleep last night?” he asked, muting the TV and walking into the kitchen. 

I shrugged. “As much as usual.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“It’s fine. I don’t think you’re supposed to sleep well when you’re a prisoner.”

He chuckled. “I don’t know a lot of prisoners that have the accommodations you do.”

“Prison is still prison,” I answered. “I’m not free. I can’t go where I please or talk to who I choose. I am a prisoner in this house.”

“You could go to the big house—with me.”

I scoffed. “As if that’s a step up.”

“You could take a walk on the grounds. They are extensive.”

I let out an exaggerated sigh. “It isn’t the same, Becker. I miss hanging out with my friends. I miss working out. I miss being me in general.”

“Do you want to go over to the gym, and get that blood pumping?” he asked with a small smile. “I could work out with you. Although, I don’t think you could keep up with me.”

“No.”

He smirked. “I see you’re in a good mood this morning.”

I ignored him and scraped butter on my toast. He chuckled, clearly not bothered by my shitty attitude. He grabbed a brownie from the glass cookie jar and went to sit back on the couch. I took a bite of toast and stared at the back of his head. He wasn’t the enemy. Well, he was, but in a house full of enemies, he was the closest thing I had to a friend. 

Taking my coffee and toast, I sat down on the opposite end of the couch. He was doing a great job of ignoring me. I deserved it. 

“What happened to Mack?” I asked. 

He shrugged. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Bullshit. You do too.”

“What happened to Mack?” he asked, turning the question back on me.

I gave him a look. We both knew I had snuck out of the house. He wanted me to admit it before he was going to give me any information. 

“I went to see him,” I said, nonchalantly. 

He slowly nodded. “You went into the house and snuck around. Again. You obviously didn’t learn your lesson the first time.”

“I didn’t sneak around. I was going to Mack’s room. I thought I was free to roam around the house?”

“It’s dangerous,” he said sternly. 

“Why? Since when?”

“Since I’m telling you not to do that again. Stay away from the house unless I’m with you.”

That was different. “Because you want to babysit me?”

“Because you don’t want to run into Ian.”

I scowled at him. “Who did that to Mack’s face?” I asked, still wanting an answer to my question.

“Leave it alone, Ivy.”

“No. He left here in one piece and less than twenty-four hours later, he’s beaten to a pulp. The bruises weren’t fresh. I’m very familiar with bruises. I’m guessing they happened soon after he left here.”

Becker didn’t answer. “Ivy, just drop it.”

“What happened?” I pressed, not want to give up on anything. 

“It comes with the territory,” he answered. 

I raised my eyebrows. “Random beatings are part of the territory?”

“Yep.”

“Did you do it?” I asked, wondering if that was why he was being so dodgy.

He smirked. “Not this time.”

“What? You’ve beat him up before?”

“We’ve had a scrap or two over the last four years. I’ve only messed up him real good a handful of times.”

My mouth fell open. “That’s disgusting. I thought you were his friend.”

“That wasn’t my handiwork on his face,” he defended. 

“You’re supposed to be his friend,” I said. “Why would you mess him up real good at all?”

“I’m not his friend,” he said, his voice cold and hard. 

The words made me flinch. He was a harsh man. “What are you to him?” I asked softly. 

“I’m his security detail. I work for his father.”

I slowly nodded. “Becker, who beat him up?”

“Ask Mack.”

“I can’t ask Mack.”

“Then I guess you don’t need to know.”

I glared at him. “You don’t have to be so obstinate.”

“I’m not trying to be,” he answered. “But I’m not going to sit here and gossip with you about Mack or anyone else.”

I scoffed, taking a sip of my coffee. “Well, I’m not asking Mack. Anything. Ever. He’s an asshole.”

Becker laughed. “Yes, I suppose he is.”

“You’re not going to tell me what happened?”

He slowly shook his head and picked up the remote, turning the sound back on low. “Nope. It’s best you leave it alone.”

“I don’t know if you’ve met me, but that’s not what I do,” I said with a small laugh. 

“I figured that, but I think this particular situation warrants a little more caution, don’t you?”

I sighed. “I suppose.” I was quiet for several minutes, contemplating everything. “Do you think it will always be like this?”

“Like what?”

“Me. You. Alone. Here.”

He shrugged. “I don’t think about stuff like that. I do what I’m told when I’m told. In this household, you never know what that will be. You never know how long you’ll be here or when you’ll be asked to go.”

I grimaced. “That’s encouraging,” I said dryly. 

“Don’t overthink it,” he replied. “Accept it for what it is. When you accept it, you can start changing your frame of mind to one of living and adjusting instead of waiting and surviving.”

With a long sigh, I said, “I can’t do that.”

“You can.”

I shook my head. “No, really I can’t. That’s not who I am. I can’t stop my brain from looking at the future when all of this is behind me. I can’t stop thinking about how I’m going to get out of this mess.”

He muted the TV and turned to look at me again. “I’m going to say this once and I’m saying it because I don’t want to see you hurt.”

Rolling my eyes, I said, “I know, I know; it’s dangerous, blah, blah, blah.”

Becker was silent for a few moments, then he spoke. “Ivy, it isn’t dangerous. It’s a death sentence. You need to get that through your head. There is no escaping this. The only way you walk out of here is if Ian gives the okay. Escaping, trying to escape, or even thinking about escaping pushes you right up close to death’s door. And Ian won’t be the one to kill you.”

He was staring at me with such fierce intensity, I actually leaned away from him. “What does that mean?” I whispered. 

“Ian doesn’t do his dirty work.”

“Who does?” I asked, my mouth dry. I already knew the answer. It made my guts churn. The coffee soured in my stomach. 

He gave me a look that made my blood turn cold. “Don’t ask questions you don’t want answers to. You don’t need to know everything. Appreciate your ignorance, it might just save your life one day.”

I was suddenly not interested in the coffee or toast, but I couldn’t move. I couldn’t get up from the couch. I held on to the cup. Just holding it. I was truly paralyzed with fear. Becker said something earlier about doing the dirty work. Mack had mentioned something as well. Would Ian really order one of them to kill me?

Better yet; would they do it?
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Malcom
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I LISTENED TO THE THREE Elroy boys talk about the brutal deaths of their cousins. The details were far worse than I could have imagined, and it made my stomach turn a little. I was shaking my head as they talked about the youngest one. He’d suffered the most. That was a crime that could not go unpunished. A kid was a kid. There were rules, even for criminals. 

“I understand your aunt’s grief,” I said, my tone somber. “I truly do offer my condolences to you and your entire family.”

“Thanks,” one of them muttered. 

“Do you think it was them?” the oldest asked. 

I took a deep breath. I knew whatever I said could trigger a chain of events that could lead right back to my doorstep. It was like pushing the first domino in a long line. The moment I did, they were all going to fall. My father and I were in that lineup. 

“I think I do,” I confessed. 

The eldest nodded. “It has to be them. No one else is that bold. No one else would do something so horrific. Leaving the bodies on the lawn, that was cruel and intentional. Most of the people we deal with would never think to take it that far.”

“Has someone in your ring done something to the MacAvoys?” I asked. 

The three of them all shook their heads. “No,” the eldest said. 

“Have you had any run-ins with them? Even something that felt like nothing to you? Maybe you saw them at a restaurant or the club? Anything that would lead them to think you dissed them in some way?”

“Definitely not,” the younger one said. “We know them. We avoid them.”

The eldest one put his hand on the table, gaining my full attention. “There has been absolutely no contact with them. The agreement we have with you and your father is cut in stone. None of us would step a toe over that line. The MacAvoys are a bad lot and we do fear them, but we fear your father more.”

And by proxy—me. 

“So, they chopped up your cousins for the hell of it?” I asked, feeling a tiny bit guilty when the youngest one flinched at my word choice. 

“I don’t think so,” the younger one said, looking me straight in the eyes. “They’re assholes, but they’ve never attacked anyone like this before unless provoked. We’ve done nothing to them. We don’t cross paths. We don’t interfere with their business and they don’t interfere with ours.”

I nodded. “What’s your theory then? You obviously have one.”

The youngest glared at me, and I could feel the anger coming off the kid. “Maybe we are a means to an end.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What end?” I asked, wanting him to say what was on his mind. We’d see just how brave he was. 

They all looked at each other and
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