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SIN will take you farther than you want to go, keep you longer than you want to stay, and cost you more than you want to pay.

Malcom “Mack O’Rourke is the son of Ian O’Rourke, one of the most notorious crime bosses in New York City. His reputation for being just as bad as his father is something he has accepted. 

When his father makes a deal that confiscates the only daughter of a man who owes him a great deal of money, Mack knows it isn’t going to end well for the pretty Ivy Clearwater. She’s defiant and reckless and his—a gift from his father. 

Mack doesn’t need the complication of a woman in his life and steers clear of her until one night he can’t help himself. Passion clouds his mind and he nearly gets them both killed. When his father finds out, he threatens to get rid of Ivy. 
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​Ivy
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I bent over, my hands on my thighs as I struggled to catch my breath. I could feel sweat dripping down the sides of my face. I stood up, smiling at my trainer, Jesse Parks. He grinned, panting as well but not suffering nearly as much as I was. 

“Thirty seconds is up, move,” he barked. 

I groaned, but did as I was told. I climbed onto the spin bike. I had just finished a four-mile run on the treadmill, and now it was time to punish my legs even more with a wild ride on the bike. 

“Start slow,” I complained. 

“Ivy Clearwater, do you want to kick ass at the triathlon or do you want to come in last?” he shouted, hopping on the bike across from me. 

“I hate you.”

He grinned, his brown eyes twinkling with mischief. “You love me. I’m the only one that can get you into shape and you know it.”

“I still hate you,” I complained, my legs pumping the pedals as we increased our speed. 

I grabbed the towel hanging off the handlebars and wiped the sweat from my brow. He knew I loved him—like a brother. We had a close bond and I considered him to be one of the few people I could trust in the world. Maybe it was because he had seen me at my absolute weakest point, puking my guts out after a grueling workout. Maybe it was because he had been there to tend the gash on my leg after I had stumbled on a steep mountain trail during one of our runs. 

“Go. Harder. Don’t wimp out on me now.”

I dug deep and pumped my legs, taking it up a notch. I wanted to run in the New York City marathon next month and I wanted to be one of the top finishers. I didn’t expect to win, but I wasn’t going to come in last either. 

I pushed myself, his words of encouragement echoing around the home gym at my father’s massive estate. There was music coming through the speakers. It was a mix of motivational music Jesse had put together. It ranged from club beats to Southern rock to metal. It was exactly what I needed to push harder, especially when I felt like my legs were going to fall off. 

“Good, take it down, way down,” Jesse said, using the remote attached to the bike to switch the music to his cool down list. 

I let my breathing return to normal, my legs tingling as I slowed my pace on the bike. I jumped off, using the towel to wipe my face and neck. 

“That was intense,” I said, grabbing a bottle of water from the mini fridge and tossing it to him before grabbing one for myself. 

He laughed. “Intense wins races.”

“I hope so. If I come in anywhere beyond the top fifty, you’re fired.”

He grinned that boyish smile that made him look like he was eighteen. He was thirty, but a combination of good genes, eating right, drinking little and staying active kept him young. 

“You can’t fire me,” he said. “I’m too valuable. Who else is going to show up here at six o’clock every morning to train you?”

I shrugged. “I’m sure I could find someone.”

“Gotta run. I have another client at eight.”

“You’re a beast,” I said, with a laugh. 

“Tomorrow, be ready. I’m going to push you to your limit,” he promised. 

I winked. “What limit?”

He laughed, grabbing his gym bag and moving to walk out the side exit door. “Everyone has a limit and I’m going to find yours.”

I walked in the opposite direction, heading into the main house. I moved down the hall, my athletic shoes quiet as I walked over the marble floors. I made my way to the dining room where I knew an extravagant breakfast would be put out.

My father was sitting at one end of the ridiculously long formal dining table. I always had to laugh a little when I saw him sitting at the table all by himself. The table could easily sit twelve people. 

“Hi Dad,” I greeted. 

“Good morning,” he said, not looking up from the tablet he had sitting on a stand while he absently put food in his mouth. 

“What’s going on?” I asked, sensing that something had him worried. 

He worked on Wall Street, or rather, he ran a business that had people that worked on Wall Street. Usually, he would have the Wall Street Journal in front of him. It was odd to see him using an electronic device at the table. He rarely did that unless he was watching a particular stock and wanted to see it in real time. 

“Nothing.”

“Dad, what’s up?” I asked with concern. 

“I’m fine.”

It was obvious that he wasn’t fine, but I would let it go for now. I tossed some fresh fruit on my plate along with some hot, fluffy scrambled eggs and yogurt. I usually ate a healthy breakfast and then ate a little less healthy in the afternoon or evening. 

I sat down to his left at the same end of the table. I munched on an apple slice and studied his face. I could see the worry lines. He’d worked hard to accumulate the wealth he had, but I knew the wealth had not come without sacrifice. 

He’d had to sacrifice his own integrity at times in order to close a deal. The dirty dealings were always rough on him. He had a soul and a kind heart, but he was driven by money. I couldn’t really complain. I lived a very comfortable life because of the sacrifices he had made. 

“Anything new?” I asked, hoping to spark a conversation. 

“Same old stuff,” he mumbled. 

He looked ashen. I watched as he shoved a piece of bacon in his mouth. I worried about his health. His job was a huge contributor to a heart attack. He was always under a lot of stress and didn’t always eat the best food. 

“Dad, you look ill. Are you sick?”

He looked up from the screen, his eyes full of worry. “No, no. There’s nothing to be concerned about.”

He was lying. I knew him well enough to know when he was lying. It was part of his job. He often lied to investors and clients to put their minds at ease. Most of the time, the lies were never discovered and everyone went away happy. He told me everyone lied—especially in his industry. It was the way things were done. 

It was just another one of the sacrifices he had made to build his fortune. I could see the toll it had taken on him. He was fifty-eight but looked ten years older. He had the midline bulge and red nose from alcohol consumption. I didn’t consider him a drunk, but he would never be mistaken for a teetotaler, either. 

“Dad, I’m not a little girl,” I said softly. “You don’t have to lie to protect me. I can handle it. Are you in trouble?”

He offered a weak smile. “It’s nothing I can’t handle.”

“Talk to me. Maybe I can help you walk through the problem and we’ll come up with a solution.”

He patted my hand. “That’s what I used to say to you when you were younger.”

“I know and it was good advice. Take it.”

“It is not up to you to fix my mistakes. I’ve made my bed, I have to lie in it.”

That sounded ominous. “Do you owe someone money?” I asked. 

He scoffed. “I owe everyone money, and everyone owes me money. That’s the nature of the business.”

I could see he was trying to laugh it off, but it wasn’t working. Whatever it was, it was serious. “Dad, you’re kind of freaking me out. This isn’t normal, whatever this is. I know you too well.”

He offered another soft smile. “I will handle this. Don’t worry about it or me another minute. How was your workout?”

I knew he wasn’t going to give me anything else. “It was good. Jesse is really whipping me into shape. I might just be able to finish in the top ten next month.”

“Sweetie, you can do whatever you put your mind to. You’re in excellent shape and I have no doubt in my mind you will be crossing that finish line first. You will leave the Kenya ladies in the dust.”

I burst into laughter. “I doubt that, but I’d like to give them a good race, at least. My goal is the triathlon. That’s what I’m working towards.” 

“Good. Your mother would be very proud of you.”

That’s when I knew something was wrong. He never brought up my late mother unless he was feeling melancholy. “Dad, will you please tell me if there is something I can do to help you get through whatever it is you’re dealing with?”

“I would tell you if there were something you could do. This is my burden to bear, not yours. Now, eat up. You worked hard this morning. You need to keep your strength up.”

He took a last bite from a strip of bacon before tossing it on his plate and snatching up the tablet. He stood and walked out of the dining room, leaving me to sit alone. I was overcome by a feeling of doom I couldn’t quite explain. It was the same feeling I had gotten hours before we had learned my mother was gone. 

I shuddered at the memory, no longer hungry. I left the plate on the table and headed up the winding staircase to my bedroom suite. I knew I was very fortunate. I had a room in the house that was really more like a small apartment, minus a kitchen. I stripped off my workout clothes and headed for my bathroom. I turned on the shower, letting the water get warm before standing underneath the spray. 

I noticed a new bruise on my shin and shook my head. Part of my training with Jesse included a kickboxing bag. It was supposed to raise my endurance. To me, it was just another way for him to torture me. 

After washing away the sweat and grime from my workout, I wrapped my towel around me and headed into my massive closet. I had no grand plans for the day, except a trip to the salon. I grabbed a pair of skinny jeans and a loose sweater along with my favorite ankle boots. I quickly dressed and stepped in front of the mirror to check the outfit. 

I fluffed up my wavy dark hair that hung past my shoulders. I didn’t bother styling it, knowing I was headed to the salon later. I applied some eyeliner and mascara to highlight my hazel eyes. I rarely wore foundation. My skin was a natural olive tone thanks to my father’s family tree that included some Spaniards down the line. 

My sharp, somewhat aristocratic features came from my mother’s Eastern European ancestry. I turned in the mirror, left and then right, and decided the outfit was good to go. I worked hard to maintain my athletic figure and I wasn’t afraid to show it off with flattering clothes. I grabbed my cell and tossed it in my purse before heading back downstairs. 

I went in search of my dad, hoping to find he had magically snapped out of the funk he was in. I made my way down the hall of the east wing of the massive Clearwater Estate, as he had fondly named it. 

“Dad?” I called out his name. 

“In his office, hon,” our housekeeper said, popping her head out of the den. 

“Thanks, Nora.”

The door was closed. I knocked and waited. “Dad?”

“Come in,” he said, his voice heavy with stress.

I pushed it open. “Hey, I’m going to the salon. I just wanted to check in on you and see if you were feeling any better.”

He was sitting in his chair behind his desk. His hair was mussed and the worry lines on his brow were more pronounced. “I’m good. You go ahead. Tell Nattie I said hello.”

I smiled. “Alright. Will I see you for dinner?”

“I don’t have any plans as of now.”

“Great. Bye dad,” I said. I stopped and popped my head back in the office. “I love you.”

“I love you too, sweetie.”
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I checked my Rolex, making a big show of it. I wanted the receptionist to see I was watching the time. I wasn’t happy to be kept waiting. The fucking lawyer was paid too much by my family to keep me waiting. I felt like he should make me the priority, not some other piece of shit client. And that’s exactly who the guy defended—piece of shits like my family. We were probably the biggest pieces of shits he had, and we needed his services on a regular basis. We kept him living high on the hog. A little fucking respect would be nice. 

I loudly sighed, making my annoyance obvious. I glowered at the woman, forcing her to look at me. She’d been trying very hard to pretend I wasn’t there. I wasn’t the kind of man who went unnoticed. 

“I’ll see what’s keeping him,” the woman at the front desk said. 

I could tell I made her nervous. I made everyone nervous. That’s what one got when their last name was O’Rourke. “Let him know I won’t wait much longer,” I said, my voice hard. 

“Yes, sir.”

I watched as she picked up the phone, offering me a weak smile. She spoke into the receiver in a voice so quiet I couldn’t hear what she said. I watched as she hung up the phone and waited for her to tell me to go on in.

“Well?” I snapped when she refused to look at me. 

“Just a few minutes,” she squeaked. 

I glared at the woman. I knew it wasn’t her fault, but I was still pissed. I was used to people doing whatever I asked of them. I was used to people clearing a path for me when I approached or doing whatever they could to make me happy. They wanted me satisfied. They didn’t want to incite my anger.

I wasn’t used to waiting. I was really not used to waiting on a man that made a very healthy living because of my family. The attorney knew better. Hell, he was our attorney and knew about a large majority of the skeletons in our family’s closet. He knew better. 

I’d had enough. I got to my feet and turned to walk out the door of the fancy lawyer’s office when the receptionist called out. “Mr. O’Rourke, he’ll see you now.”

I turned around to shoot her a look. “Gee, will he now?”

She slowly nodded. “Yes, sir. Go on in.”

No one had come out of the office, which told me he was either fucking with me or on the phone with another client. I didn’t appreciate either option and was going to report this back to my father. It was my dad who demanded, rather commanded, respect. I didn’t feel I was getting any. 

Before I could move to go into the office, Pierce Kelley, the family attorney, opened the heavy mahogany door and stepped out. “Malcom! Come on in.”

I shot him a dirty look before stepping towards him. “Mack,” I corrected. “Don’t call me Malcom.”

“Yes, Mack, come in and we can—”

“I don’t need to come in. You’ve already wasted too much of my time,” I snapped. 

“I’m sorry, I had to—”

“I don’t care,” I said, pulling the envelope from my inside jacket pocket and handing it to him. 

I could feel the eyes of the receptionist on me. I was used to being stared at. People often stared at the son of one of the most notorious man in the city. Like father, like son, they assumed. Maybe they were right. 

“Thank you,” he mumbled, taking the envelope from me. 

I snatched it back. “This is not to be cashed until the job is done. Do you understand?”

“Of course, Malc—er, Mack,” he corrected. “Your father and I have a well-established agreement. I would never jeopardize our working relationship.”

I handed the envelope over. “Good. Next time, don’t make me wait.” I turned to walk out of the office and paused at the door. I turned around and found both he and his receptionist watching me as if I were a wild animal that might attack at any minute. I was. “Thanks for doing a good job, and thank you for your discretion as always.”

He nervously smiled. “Of course. It’s my pleasure.”

My eyes moved to the receptionist who looked as nervous as a deer caught in the headlights. I stared at her. She looked away as expected. I smirked and walked out the door. I was used to people looking at me and automatically assuming I was the worst kind of man. 

I walked outside into the cool fall day and saw Becker waiting for me. He was leaned up against the black SUV with blacked out windows designed to hide the identity of the occupants of the vehicle. It was a necessary evil in my world. 

A man on the street had been looking down at his phone, not paying attention to where he was going and bumped into me. I turned to look at him, my mouth set in a grim line. Becker stepped forward, prepared to eliminate the threat. The man looked at me, then Becker, then back at me. 

I saw the moment he recognized me. 

“Sorry, I, uh, excuse me,” he muttered, stepping around me and rushing off. 

It was the usual reaction when people saw my face and recognized me. I was very well-known in the city and outlying areas. I wasn’t known for being some angel of mercy or the guy that helped folks out. I was the guy people feared. I was the man people would absolutely cross the street to avoid. It was all my last name. I didn’t have a choice about my birth or who my father was. I was my father’s son and that was that. 

I looked at Becker, his massive six-four frame and head the size of a basketball was intimidating. He was an ex-Marine and absolutely built. His thick neck, buzzed haircut and the many scars marring his arms and face just added to the scary look. He was my bodyguard—my very effective bodyguard.

“Ready?” he asked, his voice hard. 

“I’d like to take a walk,” I answered. 

He raised an eyebrow with a scar dividing it in half. “Is that a good idea?”

“I don’t care if it’s a bad fucking idea. I’m taking a walk.”

I started walking down the street. We both knew where I was going. I wasn’t going on a joy walk. I was going to the cigar lounge I often frequented. I still had two hours before I had to report back to my father. I planned on filling that two hours with mind-numbing alcohol. 

It was how I often spent my free time. I had lost the ability to get drunk a long time ago. Not to mention, a man with my name that did what I did, couldn’t really afford to get drunk and lose my edge. I had Becker to watch my back, but I didn’t want to be caught sloppy drunk and unable to defend myself. 

“You sure you want to do this?” Becker asked, in a warning tone. 

“Yes, I’m sure. What’s he going to do, ground me?” I snapped, and pulled open the door. 

The dark, smoky interior of the lounge was a shock to my poor eyes that had been in the bright sunshine. It took a second for them to adjust, allowing me to see inside. The low mumble of voices stopped when I walked inside with Becker on my heels. I could feel the tension in the quiet lounge as I walked up to the bar. I sat down and waited. The bartender knew me and quickly poured me a whiskey on ice without my having to ask.

After I took the first drink, the room was filled with the soft sounds of quiet voices once again. It was as if the patrons were waiting for me to do something and were all holding their breaths. As if being quiet would have stopped me. I sipped the drink, ignoring the conversations, some of which included my name. I was used to people talking about me, gossiping about what I had done. Most of the time, it was all bullshit. People made shit up all the time. Sometimes, it was true. 

I didn’t let myself go down that road of pitying my life. I had a good life. I had money. I had everything I needed. I refused to let myself think about the things I didn’t have—like real friends, a loving father or a woman.

“We need to get back soon,” Becker said, accepting water from the bartender. He rarely drank, preferring to keep all of his senses sharp. 

“I have two hours before I have to report to the man,” I growled. “I’m going to enjoy every minute of those two hours.”

“Why tempt him?” he asked, shaking his head. “Why poke the bear?”

I smirked. “Because I can. He has run my life from the moment I took my first breath. I will damn well enjoy the brief periods I have away from him.”

“You’re playing with fire,” he warned. 

I grinned. “It’s the only way I would have it. It makes me feel alive.”

“Which is strange because it could get you very dead.”

I chuckled, sipping the whiskey. Getting dead wasn’t the worst thing that could happen. I wasn’t looking to die, but if I did, I wouldn’t have to worry about anything else—ever. 

We sat in silence, sipping our drinks. It was how we often spent our time. Becker was probably my only friend, which was dangerous, because by all accounts and purposes, he worked for my father. He was my father’s man. He’d been on my security detail for four years and over that time, we had developed a friendship. I knew I could count on him to keep me safe from the many, many people that didn’t like me, solely by name and reputation alone. 

What I wasn’t sure of was if I could count on him to keep me safe from my father. At the end of the day, it was my dad who paid him. Becker didn’t owe his loyalty to anyone except my father. I liked to think he would take my side in a stand-off between me and my dad, but I couldn’t know for sure. It would be a death sentence for him to do so. 

I wasn’t worth that. I wouldn’t expect him to give up his life for me—even if he did put his life on the line every single day he stepped out with me. 

“Everything go okay with Kelley?” he asked. 

“Yep. He made me wait. Why the fuck would he make me wait?”

Becker chuckled. “I don’t know. That doesn’t sound like the smartest thing to do.”

“Exactly. Dumbass. He’s lucky I was in a good mood.”

Becker scoffed. “Good mood,” he repeated. 

I offered a grin. “Yep. This is me. In a good mood.”

He didn’t say anything. We both knew my mood ranged for pissed to grumpy at best. I was a serious man. I lived a serious lifestyle. My life didn’t generally include joy. I had decided a long time ago I didn’t deserve joy. I had money and power. I couldn’t have it all. 

“Should we head home?” Becker asked, after I finished the first drink. 

I shook my head, putting my hand up to order another drink. “Nope. Not until I absolutely have to.”
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Natasha Cohen stepped into the posh waiting area of one of the top salons in New York City. I put down the magazine I had been browsing and waved. She waved at me to follow her back to her station. 

“Hey,” she greeted.

“Hi,” I said, giving her a quick hug. 

“You look great,” she commented. 

“Thank you. I love the new do.”

She giggled. “Us hairdressers are our own worst enemies.”

“I like the straight look on you. It looks very glamorous.”

She ran a hand over the long blonde hair that hung far beyond her shoulders. “Thanks.”

I took my seat in her chair and reached for the magazine sitting on the stand. It was some New York business magazine. My father had a subscription to it as well. The man on the cover had caught my eye. I knew who he was. 

I read the caption above the man’s picture, the dark brown eyes staring back at me. “New York City’s most eligible bad boy bachelor,” I mumbled. “Ridiculous.”

“That man is hotter than the devil himself. I’ve had that magazine sitting there all day, just so I could ogle his beautiful face.” She picked up the blow dryer to begin my usual blow out. “He’s nice to look at but guys like him are bad news for all parties involved.”

“You’re crazy!” I said, loud enough to be heard over the blow dryer. “Guys like him are fun!”

I liked the bad boys. The guys that didn’t mind breaking a few rules and shaking things up. My father’s wealth had allowed me to attend the best private schools where most of the boys were all straight-laced clones of their fathers. It was all very boring to me. I liked to live life on the edge. I loved adrenaline rushes. I loved doing things that pushed me out of my comfort zone. 

“Not that one. That one is dangerous.”

I looked at the picture, studying the man’s black hair that was just a touch longer than the usual straight-laced business cut. His eyes smoldered, framed by thick dark lashes and dark bushy brows that only served to draw attention to the scowl on his face. He looked serious. Serious and sexy as hell. 

Shrugging, I said, “He’s sure nice to look at.”  

I knew exactly who Malcom ‘Mack’ O’Rourke was. Everyone did. His father and my father ran in the same circles. Ian O’Rourke was a criminal king pin, and everyone knew it. The police and the feds were always trying to trap him, and it never worked. 

His dirty dealings were notorious, but somehow he always managed to keep his hands clean. He was the guy that haunted guys like my dad. When you crossed the O’Rourke’s, you didn’t expect to have a long, happy life. Fortunately, my dad was not in the same league as Ian. My dad’s wealth did not come close to what the O’Rourke’s had. They owned half the city, including a nice handful of officials that managed to sweep their misdeeds and criminal charges under the rug. 

“He’s bad news,” Natasha said. “You can look all you want, but I don’t want to hear you trying to hook up with that guy. Not even for a fling.”

“You know, I’ve actually met him before,” I told her. 

She turned off the blow dryer and met my eyes in the mirror. “What? When?”

I shrugged. “It was a couple of years ago. We were at some gala.”

She nodded. “And? Is he as handsome in person as he is in the pictures? I wouldn’t be surprised if that was photoshopped.”

“He is that handsome—more actually. They’ve softened his edges a bit. In person, he has this animal magnetism. I don’t know why, but when I think about him, I think of a tiger or a lion, something fierce. Something that can stalk its prey without making a sound. That’s so much like him.”

She grimaced. “That doesn’t sound appealing to me.”

“It’s actually very appealing.”

“Okay, okay—so you talked? Please don’t tell me you two hooked up.”

I smiled. “No, we did not hook up. When we were introduced, he took my hand,” I said, holding up my hand. “He kissed the back of my knuckles and then asked me if I wanted a drink. I said yes. He kept my hand in his and began to walk through the crowd. It was absolutely packed with bodies everywhere. When they saw him, they parted. He moved through the crowd like—I don’t know.”

“That’s scary.”

I shook my head. “They parted for him like he was a king or something. It was impressive.”

“More like they moved to get out of his way like he was the devil,” she quipped. She grabbed the flat iron and picked up a chunk of my hair. “That man is bad news, Ivy. He’s a devil.”

I smiled. “He’s not the devil. He’s the devil’s son.”

I looked back at the magazine in my lap. Mack’s chiseled jaw and steely eyes looked up at me. I remembered that night like it was yesterday. Nothing had happened between us, but I don’t know that given the opportunity, I wouldn’t have let it happen. 

“Don’t even think about it Ivy Clearwater,” Natasha warned. 

“What?” I asked innocently. 

“You have the hots for him. Don’t even deny it.”

I grinned. “He’s the kind of man you admire from afar. I don’t have a death wish. I’m an adrenaline junkie, but there is no way I’m getting mixed up with that family. His father is evil incarnate, and I don’t want to be breaking bread with him at a family dinner.”

She visibly shuddered. “That is alarming. I don’t even want to think about you in the same room with him.”

“I really don’t think he’s all that dangerous.”

“Yeah right.”

“Why would they put him on the cover of a respected magazine if he was dangerous?” I reasoned. 

She scoffed. “Probably for the same reason he’s not locked up in prison—bribes. I’m sure his father bribed the editor to get his son on the cover. He’s probably wife shopping and no sane woman will date the guy. They’re probably hoping to lure out a gold digger. That’s about the only woman he’s going to get.”

I laughed. “You’re probably right about that. Such a shame, all that hotness is going to waste.”

“Moving on,” she said, snatching the magazine from my lap and putting it back on the table. “Are you still training hard?”

“Damn straight. I’m going to kick ass.”

She laughed. “I have no doubt.”

“You should run with me,” I suggested. 

She scoffed. “Not a chance in hell. You don’t get a luscious booty like mine by running. That’s for girls like you.”

I laughed. “Your luscious booty isn’t going to melt away in a single race.”

“How can I possibly run with you? You’re trying to crack the top ten. If I ran, and I use that term very loosely, I would be counting myself lucky to avoid being last.”

I laughed. “You’re right about this particular marathon, but maybe one of the fun runs coming up.”

“No.”

“Come on, I’ll slow down and stick by your side.”

“Uh... no.”

I burst into laughter. “Sheesh, thanks for giving it some thought.”

“You act as if this is the first time you’ve asked me to willingly do what I consider to be a horrible form of torture.”

“It isn’t torture,” I argued. “It actually can be very rewarding.”

Natasha and I were the best of friends, but we couldn’t be more different. I was an athlete, she was more the type to watch from the stands. I had always been naturally lean, and she’d always been naturally voluptuous. She’d had C-cups by ninth grade. I remembered being so incredibly jealous of her womanly figure before I finally embraced my own slender frame and worked on getting stronger. 

“I prefer to read a book, watch a movie or do the occasional hike. Running, it just seems so—so—boring. And monotonous. I mean, you’re not running from anything or to anything.”

I rolled my eyes. “I run because I want to be strong and fit.”

“You are. You always have been. I blame your father.”

“For my genes?” I asked with confusion. 

“That and because he sent you to all those fancy running camps,” she said. “They convinced you running was a good thing. For that, I’m glad I was poor. I would have died if my parents sent me to one of those camps.” 

She’d been raised by parents that barely got by. When I was getting ready to go to NYU, she was putting in applications at various hair salons, hoping to save up enough money to go to cosmetology school. I paid for her school, telling her I didn’t want her to have to wait. 

She vowed to pay me back, even though I told her she didn’t need to. But she did. She landed a job at one of the best salons in the city and was one of the most popular and most requested stylists in the place. 

“We’ve done pretty good for ourselves, huh?” I said with a proud smile. 

She grinned. “That we have, and I couldn’t have done it without you.”

“And I wouldn’t have been able to survive without you. You have been my saving grace, my one true friend.”

“Aw, you are so sweet,” she cooed. 

I smiled in the mirror and settled in to let her finish working her magic. Once she was finished, she turned the chair, allowing me to see her handiwork. My naturally wavy hair had been ironed straight. I always felt so much more grown up with the straight hair. My natural curls gave me a bit of a youthful appearance. I was sure that would be appreciated one day in the future, but for now, I wanted to appear my age of twenty-six.

“Thank you. It looks fabulous as always.”

“You’re welcome. What are you doing this weekend?” 

I shrugged. “I don’t know yet, you?”

“We should go out. We haven’t gone out in forever.”

I groaned. “Because it’s always the same thing. The same people and the same dancing. I’m bored. What we really need is to get away.”

“Where? My schedule is packed for the next three months.”

I rolled my eyes. “Gee, poor you, famous hairstylist with a client list that includes the wealthiest people in the city as well as some A-list celebrities.”

“Maybe I could get away for the weekend.”

I groaned. “I want to go somewhere tropical and beachy for more than a day or two.”

“I don’t know. Maybe I can take a few days.”

“Please try,” I begged. “We can make it an early Christmas present to ourselves.”

“I will look into it,” she assured me. “Now, you have to scoot along. You’re not my only client.”

“Hey! I’m your most important client.”

“Yes, yes, now go on,” she said, pushing me towards the waiting area. 

I gave her another quick hug and then paid for my appointment, making sure to leave her a hefty tip. I was craving sunshine. It was only October and I was already missing the summer. I loved summer. I loved being able to lay out by the pool or go to the beach. I had thought about moving to Miami or out to LA on several occasions. 

I would do it if I wasn’t so worried about my dad. I didn’t want to leave him alone. Especially after seeing him that morning. Something was seriously bothering him. Maybe he would retire to the country one day. If he were settled and living a life that was relatively stress-free, then I could go to LA and explore new avenues. I craved change. I craved excitement. I wanted to break free and live. 
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I sucked on the cigarette, leaning up against the SUV. I stared up at the massive house that was designed in the shape of a U. My side of the house was on the right and my father had the left. It wasn’t only because I wanted privacy and to be away from him, but it was for safety. He wasn’t the most caring of fathers, but he did care about his legacy and the family name. He didn’t want us in the same space while we slept in case we were attacked. 

The massive O’Rourke estate was heavily guarded to prevent such an attack, but he wasn’t confident in his men’s abilities to keep us both safe. My eyes scanned the driveway and the massive ten-foot iron fence that surrounded the estate. There was a guard house that controlled the main gate. No one got in without being carefully vetted. 

Once in, you were in, just like being born an O’Rourke. There was no escape. It was a prison. I would never escape my father or his name. It would haunt me for the rest of my life. I wasn’t counting on a long life, which I supposed was the silver lining in the situation. 

I dropped the cigarette on the paved drive and stomped it out with the toe of my shoe. “Leave the car here,” I said to Becker who’d been standing nearby, keeping a close watch on the surrounding area. 

“Are we going out after your meeting with your father?” he asked. 

“I’m going to need a fucking drink after I’m done with him.”

“I’ll be waiting.”

“No driver,” I ordered. 

“Mack,” he said in a warning tone. 

I shook my head. “I don’t want a driver. You can drive.”

A driver would be loyal to my father. He would report on everything that was said and where I went. I hated having to answer to my father. I was thirty-two and he still treated me like I was ten. He got full reports on my activities, who I spoke to and what I did—including any women I interacted with. There was nothing more humiliating than having your father ask you details about a woman you took back to a hotel or to her place. 

I had given up on doing such things some time ago. I’d rather suffer a case of abstinence then listen to my father’s lectures about where my dick should and shouldn’t be. Often times, I felt like I was living in the Dark Ages. I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if he presented me the virgin daughter of some wealthy sheikh and insisted I marry her one day. 

“Good luck,” Becker said, with a sardonic smile. 

I headed for the front door, nodding at the guard standing just outside. I walked in, the cold and quiet greeting me along with another security guard hanging out in the sitting room. There was minimal staff on hand. My father didn’t like people around, only those meant to keep him safe. The team of housekeepers had been thoroughly vetted. They were only allowed on the estate under the watchful eye of a member of my father’s trusted security team. The cook was a man that had also been investigated thoroughly and I was sure there was some blackmail involved to keep him on staff. I never asked questions.

I kept walking down the hall, wanting to get the meeting over with. The door to his study was partially open. I opened it wider and stepped just inside the door frame. It was warm and almost cozy in the study with the fire crackling in the fireplace. My father was staring out the huge window behind his desk, his back to me. He had his phone to his ear but wasn’t speaking. He was wearing his usual attire of black slacks and a black button-up shirt. I couldn’t remember him ever wearing anything else. I waited about twenty seconds before knocking on the door frame. 

He turned to look at me, but made no move to invite me in. I knew better than to walk in uninvited. That would end up with him kicking my ass, literally. His eyes held mine, challenging me to walk in without his express invitation. I waited, keeping my expression bland. My eyes drifted to the flames dancing in the fireplace, the soothing sound of the crackling and hissing tempering my mood. I focused on the flames. I blanked my mind and let myself get lost. 

I turned to look back at my father who had an amused look on his face. I wasn’t going to ask for entry. I would wait until he motioned for me to come in. Becker would still be there when I was finished. He turned away from me, speaking into the phone so quietly I couldn’t hear the words. He ended the call and slid the phone into his pocket before turning back to look at me. 

“I could smell you coming down that hall,” he said, in his typical harsh voice. “Nicotine is a nasty smell and I don’t want it in my house.”

I only looked at him, not saying a word and not stepping inside the office. 

“I thought you said you quit that shit. It’s going to kill you.”

I bit back my smirk. He was worried about cigarettes killing me, but didn’t worry about his lifestyle choices that put me in jeopardy of getting in the way of a bullet with his name on it. I smoked because I wasn’t counting on living long enough to worry about lung cancer. 

I smoked because it was one of the few choices I got to make in my life. He had told me to stop a million times, though I wouldn’t necessarily call myself a smoker. I didn’t smoke all the time or even every day. I smoked when I craved the nicotine or when I wanted to feel rebellious. 

“Kelley got the money,” I said. “He’ll make sure things are handled in court next week.”

He shrugged. “Of course, he will. He knows what’s good for him. The man hasn’t let me down yet. Hell, I pay him enough to make sure he never does.”

“I’m sure he knows that.”

“Sit,” he ordered. 

I didn’t have to ask where. There was a luxury couch and a couple of very nice chairs, but that’s not where I was supposed to sit. I moved to one of the two black leather pub style chairs across from his desk. He sat down behind his desk in the executive chair. He adjusted his shirt sleeves before looking at me. I waited for him to say what he needed to say. It was all about him showing he was in control of the meeting. I thought back to a time when he’d been pissed at me for one reason or another. He had made me wait in the chair for over two hours. I had learned the hard way never to speak unless spoken to, never to enter unless invited, and never to leave unless dismissed. 

He’d trained me better than a dog expert trained a dog. That’s all I was to him—his trained animal.

“I’m in a predicament, Malcom,” he said, in his usual cool tone.

That wasn’t exactly new. When he was in a predicament, he typically resorted to violence, not me. “Something I can help with?” I asked, knowing that’s what he expected me to say. 

“Perhaps. I could use some advice.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

“I am owed a debt—a large debt,” he started. “But the man does not have the money to pay the debt. How would you handle it?”

I assumed it was a test. Lots of people owed my father money. And those people generally disappeared or ended up needing an emergency room. My father never asked my advice on anything. Something was off. I thought over my options about how to answer. I didn’t want to give the wrong answer. Wrong answers were never a good thing. I liked my face the way it was. I didn’t want to inadvertently provoke him. I knew what his wrath felt like. 

“I would find another way to collect payment,” I suggested. 

“Instead of killing him?” he asked, with amusement in his voice. “Why? Do you mean to have me look soft? People will think I’m losing my edge.”

“Killing is easy. Discipline proves a point. Especially if you can keep the man pinned under your thumb. And, you get to collect on the debt. Killing him leaves you with no option to collect.”

He smiled. It was the dangerous smile of a dangerous man. “You have been paying attention.”

“Did I have another option?” I asked. 

He chuckled, ignoring my smartass comment and leaned back in his chair. “What if I don’t want to discipline him? What if I don’t feel like showing him any mercy?”

“Don’t you want something for the debt? You’re letting him win.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Want has nothing to do with it,” he snapped, his easy demeanor from earlier vanished and jerked forward, his eyes boring into mine.

I was used to his mood changing from one second to the next. It was the way it had always been with him. I was sure he did it on purpose. He didn’t like anyone feeling comfortable in his presence. Not even his son. He liked it when he could use fear and intimidation to control the people in his employ and around him in general. 

“Alright,” I said, copying his earlier gesture and leaning back in my own chair. I crossed my legs and folded my hands together. 

“Alright? That’s all you’ve got? Don’t tell me you have nothing else to offer. I thought I asked you for some advice. Are you telling me that was a waste of time?”

I wasn’t intimidated. “No, that’s not all I’ve got. I say, take something that means a great deal to him. Something that means more to him than his money.”

He grinned. I imagined the look I saw in his eyes would be what it would be like looking into the eyes of a pit viper. 

“I like the way you think,” he said coolly, leaning back in his chair once again. 

The warm that had felt so warm and inviting seconds earlier suddenly felt icy cold. I hated when he got that look in his eye. It never ended well for someone. 

“I suppose that’s a compliment.”

“It is. You can go. I don’t need anything more from you.”

I stood up and walked out of his office without saying another word. I kept my cool, walking right back out the door. Becker was still leaning against the SUV. He took one look at me and gave me a quick nod. 

I got into the backseat, slamming the door behind me while he got into the front. It was only after the SUV was moving through the gates of the estate that I finally breathed a sigh of relief. I would never let him see me sweat. I had learned a long time ago it gave him way too much pleasure. I didn’t necessarily like to displease him, but I certainly didn’t like the idea of pleasing him, either. 

“All good?” Becker asked from the front seat. 

“Fine.”

“Club?”

“Yes.”

He drove uptown to one of the clubs I frequented. I climbed out of the SUV, Becker at my side. We went to the back door, avoiding the line out front. The security guard nodded as I walked past him, heading into the club. 

I cut through the crowd, moving to the VIP section. One look from Becker and the two entitled brats that were sitting on my couch quickly got up and rushed out, leaving me to sit alone. 
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I got out of bed without the need for an alarm clock. I had been getting up around five in the morning for a good ten years—except on those rare occasions I stayed up late partying or dancing. I loved getting up early. I was absolutely a morning person.

Walking into my luxury bathroom, I splashed a little cold water on my face and brushed my teeth before pulling my hair up into a ponytail. I was not the kind of girl who wore makeup to workout. My workouts were extreme and to wear makeup would only result in my eyes burning with the cosmetics melting off my face and directly into my eyes. 

Been there. Done that. 

I put on my workout attire, black leggings with breathable panels on each side and a sports bra. I sat down in one of the chairs and tied my Nikes before grabbing my light jacket. The house was big and tended to be a little cool in the morning. Dressed and ready to sweat, I headed downstairs to the kitchen to make my usual lemon water. 

Some people started their day with coffee. I started with water and a workout—then coffee. I had just screwed the top of my water bottle on when I heard the doorbell. My dad’s room was far enough away from the front entrance that he never heard the door. 

I walked to the door and opened it, knowing only another likeminded person would be up that early. “Hey,” I greeted. 

“Good morning, sunshine,” Jesse said. 

I stepped out of the way and gestured for him to come inside. “You’re in a good mood.”

“I’m always in a good mood.”

“I suppose you were up at four and already in the gym?” I asked, knowing his routine well. 

He winked. “I have to get warmed up before I come over here. You know, to make my muscles pop,” he grinned. 

I rolled my eyes, looking at his sculpted arms in the muscle shirt. He was always in athletic wear, whether it was jogging pants and tanks or shirtless in general. “Show off.”

He flexed his arms. “You know you like it. You want to touch it? I’ll let you touch it.”

“No, I don’t want to touch it. By the way, that sounded completely perverted.”

He laughed, putting his arm down. “I suppose it did. Thank goodness no one was eavesdropping on our conversation. That could have been taken the wrong way.”

“You worry too much about what people think.”

He shrugged. “I don’t want people thinking I’m a pervert.”

I shook my head. “You would never be mistaken for anything other than the nice guy that you are.”

“I don’t know, am I nice?” he said, waggling his eyebrows. “I’m about to kick your ass.” 

“Honey, you’ve been trying to kick my ass for years and gotten nowhere. I’m not worried.”

“Today is the day. Today you’re going to be begging for mercy.”

I scoffed. “I doubt that. I’m ready. I’m feeling extra energetic today.”

“Good. I like a challenge.”

I grinned. “Maybe one of these days I should be the one to lead our class. I’ll whip you right into shape.”

“I wouldn’t say no,” he answered, his eyes taking on that flirty look. 

I laughed. He was a very attractive man. He had the look of a surfer, with shaggy, dirty blonde hair and a body to die for. He had a great sense of humor and an even better personality in general. But he was so vanilla. He was the boy next door. The boy that would always do the right thing and never do anything that bordered on dangerous.

He would probably be a fun time in a friends with benefits situation, but I knew I would get bored very quickly with him. He was nice and charming and absolutely a respectful man, but I liked my men edgier. He’d get attached and when I figured out he was too dull for me, he’d get hurt. I would feel horrible. I had too much love for him to ever cross that line. I knew once we did, we could never go back to the easy friends we were.

Natasha thought I was crazy for passing on the opportunity to have a thing with Jesse, but she didn’t see him the way I did. I saw him more as a brother or a close cousin. To kiss him or anything more would be very weird. I respected him too much to drag him into anything more than the relationship we currently had. As fun and good as I knew the sex would be, the strings attached were too much for me.

We walked towards the home gym, chatting about the unexpected turn of the weather. It had been a little chillier than normal. 

“You might have to start wearing sleeves,” I teased. 

“And you might have to actually wear pants that are thicker than lycra,” he shot back. 

I burst into laughter. “The sacrifices we must make.”

“Ivy!” my father’s voice boomed down the hall

I yelped, jumping a good six inches in the air before spinning around. I had thought Jesse and I were alone. Hearing a voice, a male voice, nearly gave me heart failure. My father was standing outside his office. I wondered if he had been in there all night. He certainly looked like he had. He looked disheveled, his hair sticking up on the side and his shirt half untucked. 

“You scared me,” I said, putting my hand over my heart. “What are you doing up?”

“I haven’t been to bed,” he answered, confirming my suspicions. 

“Do you need some coffee?” I asked, wondering if he’d been drinking all night. 

“I need to speak with you,” he said, his tone solemn. 

“Can we talk after my spin session? Jesse thinks he’s going to kick my ass and I’m feeling extra powerful this morning. I want to show him where he can shove his—"

“Now, Ivy,” he said sternly, cutting off my playful threat.

“Oh,” I said, opening and then closing my mouth. My father never raised his voice at me. 

“I’m sorry. Now. Please.”

I looked at Jesse and then my father. Something was definitely not okay. I could see the strain around the corners of his mouth. His bloodshot eyes and haggard appearance told me something was definitely very wrong. I had never seen him look quite so rough.

I looked at Jesse and put my hand on his muscular arm. “I better talk to him,” I said in a soft voice.

He offered me a small smile. “I’ll meet you in the gym,” he said, his blue eyes warm and full of concern. 

“Thank you. I won’t be long.”

Jesse walked away, leaving me standing in the hallway staring at my father. Part of me wanted to follow Jesse and pretend I hadn’t heard him. I liked denial. Denial was good. If I didn’t go in there and hear what he had to say, I wouldn’t have to hear bad news and I knew it was definitely bad news that was about to be delivered. 

He stepped back into his office. I took that to mean I was to follow him inside. My thoughts to run in the opposite direction were dismissed. I held onto my water bottle like it was my only lifeline and headed for the office. He was waiting at the door when I walked in. He quietly shut it behind me, which didn’t make a lot of sense—we were essentially alone in the house. Jesse wasn’t going to come back and eavesdrop. 

“Daddy, are you okay?” I asked softly. “You’re worrying me.”

His back was to me as he stared at a painted portrait of me when I was ten. I had always thought I looked a bit like a confection in my pink princess dress with my hair piled on top of my head with a dainty crown. It was supposed to be me as a princess, because that’s what he had always called me. I remembered telling him I wanted to get my picture taken in my princess gown. He did one better and had the massive portrait painted. It had been hanging over the mantle in his office for more than fifteen years.

“I’m fine,” he whispered which was wholly unconvincing. 

“Is this about the other day?” I asked, stepping closer to him. 

He nodded his head without speaking. My heart was breaking for him. I didn’t know what was going on, but he looked like he had the weight of the world on his shoulders. It had been him and I against the world for as long as I could remember. He’d always been the strong one. Looks like it was my turn. 

I reached out and put a hand on his shoulder. “Daddy, what is it? Tell me what’s on your mind and we’ll figure out a solution.”

He sighed and shook his head. “I remember when this was done,” he said, referring to the picture. “I long for those days when life was so much easier. Things were easy, money was easy, and life was good.”

“You’re scaring me, Daddy. What’s going on?” I had butterflies in my stomach and my heart was racing. I could sense the doom in his voice. 

He finally turned to look at me. He looked tortured, like he was suffering a great deal of pain. My mind immediately went to a heart attack. I put my hand on his chest as if I could heal him. 

“I’ve made a horrible mistake, Ivy,” he whispered the words. 

“It’s okay,” I assured him, my words soft. 

He slowly shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

I realized the pain wasn’t physical. I automatically assumed he’d gone broke. There were worse things than being broke. “We’ll fix it,” I told him, trying to sound confident. “We’ll handle it together.”

There were tears in his eyes as he shook his head. “I’ve screwed up. Bad. Really bad.”

“It’s okay. Nothing is so bad. We’ve had hard times before. We can handle
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