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Chapter One

Aidan

“Ya know what I’m gonna ask of you, brother,” Emmett said, scratching the scraggly beard he’d had for as long as I’d known him. “The brotherhood needs you.”

We were sitting in my office in downtown Chicago, overlooking Lake Michigan and the city through floor-to-ceiling windows. The view was amazing, one I’d worked hard for. Over the years, I’d carved out a solid reputation as one of the most prestigious defense attorneys in the city—a reputation I feared was always in jeopardy because of my ties to the syndicate. While I’d been working my way up, I felt like I’d been living a double life, thanks to my brother and the syndicate—which, if I were blunt, I’d simply call it the Irish Mob.

Now that I had my own law practice, I didn’t have to worry so much about who came in and out of my office. Though, I still cringed whenever my brother or one of his thugs came through the door. Usually the only people in my office were me and my assistant, but she was a law student herself and had a few morning classes.

Which meant it was just me and Emmett.

I sighed, rubbing my temples as I tried to stave off the headache that was coming on. There was a dull throb in my head threatening to explode. Ever since I’d heard Flynn had skipped town, I figured someone was going to come by. It was inevitable being that I was the only surviving O’Brien left to run the brotherhood—the syndicate me da’ had started.

“Flynn will be back, lad,” I said after a few moments. “He won’t be gone for long. Once he knows his name has been cleared—”

“It hasn’t been cleared yet—”

“I understand that, but I know he will be cleared, because I know my brother better than anyone else. He’s a lot of things, but he’s no snitch,” I said. “After all, he’s the one who made the deal with the Russians in the first place. Why would he blow it like that?”

Emmett shrugged. “I dunno. I find it hard to believe myself, lad, but that’s all we have to go on. What else are we supposed to think?”

I tapped my fingers on the desk in front of me—it had a dark, cherry wood finish that complimented the rest of the room and had cost me a pretty penny—and stared over at Emmett. His tired eyes were the same eyes that used to watch my brother and me when we were kids. Besides Red—God rest his soul—Emmett was one of the oldest and most loyal members of the brotherhood. He’d been there in the early days, had worked alongside my father, and watched us grow up.

Now the old man sat across from me, saying there was nothing he could do to help clear Flynn’s name?

Bullshite.

Something had to be done, and I was the right person to see that it was. However, it meant wading into deep waters I had no real interest in wading into. I’d helped my brother and his goons out from time to time—had gotten them off on some lighter charges, had heavier ones reduced—but I’d always done my best to avoid getting too deeply entangled with the syndicate.

And after years of resisting it, now I was getting pulled into it.

Great. Just fucking great.

“When Flynn returns—and you better believe he will—we’ll hear his side, clear his name, and allow him to take the reins of the brotherhood once more. Are we clear?”

Emmett nodded. “I’d love nothing more, Aidan. Flynn was a natural leader,” he said. “No offense or anything.”

“None taken.”

Yes, Flynn was a natural leader. Always had been. It was one of the reasons the brothers all respected him. Or had, anyway. It was his leadership that had taken the syndicate to new heights. He just had it. That charm, charisma, and ruthlessness a great leader had to have. Not that I didn’t have it, but the brotherhood wasn’t in my blood the way it was in Flynn’s. He’d cared about it from a young age—the loyalty and comradery—and all the while, I wanted more. Different. I wanted to be recognized as something more than just a member of one of the most feared families in all of Chicago. I wanted to make a name for myself in my own way. And I had—as one of the best defense attorneys in the city—hell—the state.

“But until then, Mr. O’Brien…” Emmett trailed off, expectant of my response.

“Let the guys know that they’re leaderless no more,” I said with a sigh. “I’ll take the reins—at least until Flynn returns.”

“And if your brother doesn’t return?” Emmett asked, his voice low. “It’s a possibility we gotta give serious consideration to.”

I scoffed to myself. At one time, I used to fear this man—broad shoulders, long, raggedy red hair, and hands that could crush the life out of a man in seconds flat. But sitting across from him now, not only did he not scare me—it appeared he might actually fear me. It was a nice reversal of roles. It was also an important one because if I were to lead the syndicate, I needed the men to both fear and respect me, otherwise all hell would break loose. It would be chaos and anarchy.

“Oh, he will return,” I said, narrowing my gaze on Emmett. “He will return, even if I have to fuckin’ find him and drag him back here myself, aye.” My tone turned malicious. I tried to keep the façade of professionalism in place at all times, but that’s all it was—a fuckin’ façade. Deep down, no matter how hard I tried to hide it—a daily battle of wills from the life I ran from for too long—I was still a feckin’ O’Brien.

Emmett nodded, averted his eyes, and didn’t say another word. I had to admit, this whole being the one in charge and the one the men looked up to was a little intoxicating.

“Is there anything else we need to discuss?” I asked, checking my watch. My assistant would be coming in soon, couldn’t have her running into the likes of Emmett. Not that she didn’t know who I was, or who my family was. She did. But she—like many others—thought I kept my distance from them.

“No, boss,” Emmett asserted, falling into line of protocol when speaking to his authority in the syndicate. “Nothing I can think of at the moment,” Emmett said. “Except—well, never mind.”

“Except what?”

“Your father—how is he these days?”

I stared out the window and watched as the waves of the lake rolled onto Lakeshore Drive. My father was dying, sitting on death’s door and could go at any time. It would’ve been a stupid question, except, of course for one thing.

“Are you really asking me how he responded to Red’s death?”

“Well—yeah.”

Red was my father’s best friend. Up until he broke into the house and Flynn took care of the lying back-stabbing scumbag.

“He’s in and out of consciousness,” I said. “I doubt he even remembers Red. Hell, he doesn’t even remember me. Great man, my father was.”

“Yes, yes he was. If this would’ve happened when he was in charge—”

“It wouldn’t have fuckin’ happened with him in charge,” I scolded, clenching my jaw tightly.

Emmett nodded. “Very true.”

“And take my word for it, Emmett, it will not happen again,” I said, steadying my temper. I couldn’t lose control here in my office when I still had so much shite to figure out. Too many irons in the fuckin’ fire now that I was the leader of the O’Brien fuckin’ syndicate. “Not on my watch, ya hear? Tell the brothers that when you see them, as well.”

“Of course,” Emmett said.

Another glance at my Rolex. “If you don’t mind, I have some work to do,” I politely suggested, though the edged tone to my voice may as well have said— “Get the fuck out!”

Emmett took the hint, standing up and walking over to the door. He turned and looked back at me as if he had something more to say. He was a big man, and I felt that familiar old feeling of intimidation sweep over me. But I stuffed it down, and even though he towered over my six foot frame—his hard eyes staring at me from over his shoulder—I lifted my chin defiantly and returned his gaze.

“Your brother may have been a born leader, Aidan, but I think you’re going to do a damn fine job yourself,” he said. “I got a feeling you’re gonna clean up the riffraff once and for all.”

He didn’t wait for an answer—not that I had one to give. He stepped out of my office, closing the door softly behind him.

Emmett might believe in me, but did the other men? I knew I could do the job and do it well. For all my brother’s gifts, he was impulsive. He didn’t have the analytical mind I did. As an attorney, I’d learned patience and honed my ability to play the long game. I may not have his charm or charisma, but I brought a lot to the table.

I knew I could fill his shoes—in a different way of course, but the question I kept asking myself was—did I really want to?

It seemed like more trouble than it was worth right now—trouble I didn’t want or need. If it wasn’t a family affair—and if I wasn’t loyal to my family to the bitter end—I might as well step aside and let the whole syndicate implode because of everything that had happened. Because of everything they’d done and stood for.

But Emmett was right. I could get in there and take out the garbage.

It was a nice thought, at least.

***

“Mr. O’Brien?”

“Aye, Maggie,” I said, not looking up from the file in front of me. “Come in.”

My door opened and my assistant, Maggie Burke, stepped inside.

“I brought you lunch. Sandwiches from that diner you like down the street. Figured you hadn’t stepped out all day.”

“And you’d be right,” I laughed. I glanced up as she placed the sandwich in front of me. “You never cease to amaze me, Mags. Thank you for your thoughtfulness.”

Maggie’s face lit up and her cheeks flushed as I spoke. She was like a little girl on Christmas morn when I praised her—her admiration for me was all too obvious. I wasn’t sure, but I had the idea that she had feelings for me, but I managed to keep my distance. It was better for her. She was a sweet, innocent girl, and I didn’t have it in my heart to dirty her up with the likes of the O’Brien charm—a stain she wouldn’t be able to remove once I’d marked her. Not that it wasn’t incredibly difficult. She was sexy as hell with her long, blonde hair, baby blue eyes, and girl-next-door smile. And today, just like every day, her skirt was a tad too short, but not so short that it looked slutty. No, just enough to make my cock stir with interest for what secrets held beneath the skimpy fabric. Her flowery skirt and pink button-up top only added to the schoolgirl look. Sometimes I forgot she wasn’t a kid but an actual grown woman—a woman in law school nonetheless.

“Thanks, Mr. O’Brien. I’m always here to help in any way I can.” She bit her lip, and her baby blues peered back at me with a lustful intent—though that could have just been wishful thinking. I was a man after all.

The way she’d said it, though, made me think she was insinuating more than just helping around the office, but Maggie seemed too sweet and innocent for my taste.

Maggie stood there in front of my desk, almost like she wanted to ask me something. Or perhaps she was waiting for me to say something.

Small talk wasn’t my forte by any means—I wasn’t exactly a social butterfly—but I tried. “How were your classes today?”

“They were good,” she said, sounding slightly bored. “I just—well, I don’t feel like I get as much from them as I do from working here, you know? It’s kind of more beneficial to see these theories applied to real life situations.”

“Of course, you’ll always learn more from working in the field than you will in a classroom. But your classes are very important, as well,” I said.

“I know,” she said with a sigh. “I guess... Well, I guess I could just spend more time here and still get my degree.”

“In time, Maggie,” I said with a laugh. “Get that degree and after that, I’ll put you to work.”

She grinned from ear-to-ear as if I’d just made her entire day. Oh, sweet Mags. I loved her innocence, and I prayed that this field wouldn’t do her in or break her. It had a way of doing that to even the most kindhearted people, those who went into it for all the right reasons.

Of course, I wasn’t one of those people. But I’d met a lot of them on my journey to the top. People who became defense attorneys to help keep the innocent from being thrown into cages unjustly. They all had dreams and ideas about how the law should work. In reality, though, it wasn’t anything like you saw on TV. It wasn’t some stirring argument or last minute confession that saved you and your client. No, we spent most of our time on a case looking for loopholes and technicalities to keep the guilty from ever seeing a day in prison. Not all my cases were like that, though most were.

That may have something to do with my clientele. The thugs of the brotherhood.

Maggie, on the other hand, would have been better suited for family court or something where she might help good hard-working people. Working for me was the last thing she needed.

And whether she cared to admit it or not, dating me would be even worse for her. She might not believe it, which was why I had to protect her from herself—and from me and the family.


Chapter Two

Maggie

I slipped out of Aidan’s office with a smile on my face and went to my desk. The office was nicer than most, and the views it afforded me were astounding. And no, I wasn’t talking about Lake Michigan or downtown Chicago. I was talking about Aidan O’Brien himself.

Tall, sexy, and handsome—he was every woman’s dream. And that was before you actually got to know him. He was quiet most of the time, but when he did talk he spoke with an authoritative tone that meant business. He was never patronizing—which was unusual for a male lawyer of his caliber—but he spoke confidently and believed in his words. I found that Aidan never spoke unless he knew he was right, and that was something I admired about him more than anything.

Well, that and his nice ass.

My desk was located right outside of his office. He eventually planned to bring on more partners, but for now, it was just us—and I had to admit—I enjoyed it.

When he left his old firm several months back, he’d taken me with him. He said I’d have a better paying job with him once I finished my law degree. Working side-by-side with Aidan O’Brien straight out of law school was a dream come true, and most of my peers were insanely jealous.

Most of my classmates attributed it to my short skirts and attractive appearance, but Aidan never looked at me that way. As much as I wanted him to look at me as desirable, as a sexual being, he was always platonic and business-like. We were co-workers, nothing more, in his mind. The fact that he respected me for my mind and talents meant a lot to me, sure, but part of me yearned for him to bend me over and take me on his desk. Talk about hot.

Apparently, it wasn’t meant to be. No matter how hard I tried to catch his eye, he kept things professional. I had to give the man some credit—nothing distracted him from his work. And I mean nothing. Believe me, I’d tried.

The phone rang in Aidan’s office. I tried hard not to listen, but it was difficult not to eavesdrop at times especially when he paced the room and came close to the thin wall that separated us. Every word was crisp and clear as if he was speaking directly to me. Except, of course, he wasn’t. He’d probably prefer I didn’t hear most of the conversations that happened behind that closed door. But I looked the other way and pretended as if I’d never heard a peep.

This time would be no different.

“Aye, I spoke to Emmett,” Aidan said in that thick, sexy Irish accent of his. “I told him I would.”

Emmett was a name I’d heard a few times. From what I gathered, he was an old family friend who was closely associated with Aiden’s father. And yes, I knew who his father was. Everyone did—even though Aidan tried to keep himself separated from that. It didn’t matter, though, his family and connections seemed to follow him wherever he went—including here.

“Listen, I can’t talk now,” he said, lowering his voice. “I’ll stop by after work. We can make the formal announcement then, all right?”

“Yes, the brotherhood lives on. I can promise you that.”

The last part sent chills down my spine. The entire town knew about the disappearance of Flynn O’Brien, the famed leader of the O’Brien syndicate, the man thought to be a traitor to his men but was never proven to be. The police were after him. His enemies were after him. Hell, even his own brothers were after him. Except for Aidan, of course. His real brother defended him every time his name came up. No matter who spoke against Flynn—even if it made him look bad to anybody listening—Aidan defended his brother and said it was all dirty lies. Flynn had been framed, and Aidan vowed to prove it.

His loyalty was touching and very sexy. I never had a bond with my siblings like Aidan had with Flynn. My siblings lived on opposite coasts, and we only saw one another at holidays. Even then, we hardly spoke. Would I go to bat for one of them like he did for Flynn? Most likely not. Because I knew they wouldn’t do the same for me.

But Aidan and Flynn had something unique. Something special. And I loved that about my boss. He was a family man, even putting those ties above his career. And in these times, that kind of loyalty was hard to find in a successful man. Someone who put family above work. Most paid lip service to the idea, but Aidan lived it.

Just thinking about Aidan and all the things I loved about him caused my skin to flush with warmth. He was so hot and sexy, he had that kind of power over me. Turn me on in an instant, with just a simple thought. I both loved and hated him for it—especially since I knew I didn’t evoke the same feelings in him that he did in me.

Aidan’s office fell silent, and I assumed he was off the phone. I didn’t hear any more talking, which meant my eavesdropping came to an abrupt end. What had he meant by the brotherhood lives on? With Flynn gone and his father dying, rumor had it that there was no one else to keep it going. Was he going to run the family? Would Aidan O’Brien step into Flynn’s shoes and lead the infamous O’Brien syndicate just as his birthright had intended? My mind was spinning with questions—questions I didn’t have the answer to, and I didn’t think I should ask.

Aidan’s office door opened, and I jumped in my seat, startled as if I’d been caught in the act. His eyes turned toward me, but if he noticed my fake typing or deer in the headlights expression, he didn’t say anything. Not a peep. His eyes were a dark gray and always looked as if they could see right through me. He stared at me, but he wasn’t really looking at me. He was looking past me, I could tell. Still, he smiled as he spoke.

“I’m going to take the rest of the afternoon off and work from home,” he said. “I need to deal with some family stuff.”

“Oh, of course, Mr. O’Brien,” I said with my friendly receptionist smile. “I can hold things down here. I’ll transfer any messages that come your way.”

“Thank you, Mags,” he said, using the nickname he created for me. I hated to admit it, but I loved that he had a special nickname just for me. It made me feel important to him. In some small way. “I knew I could count on you.”

“Is your father okay?” I asked, stopping him before he turned away. “I mean, you did say family stuff, and I know he’s in poor health. So, I just wanted to...”

My voice trailed off, but his smile grew wider, warmer, almost like he appreciated my question. It wasn’t a question he got often from outsiders. There were many in Chicago who’d love to see Donal O’Brien burn for all the crime, corruption, and murder he’d caused all over the city, but he was still Aidan’s father. And I knew how strong Aidan’s loyalty was to his family, and what it meant to him.

“He is, ya. I mean, he’s doing about as well as you can expect for a man who’s dying,” he said with a soft tone.

“I’m sorry if that was a thoughtless or stupid question,” I stammered. “I’ll definitely keep him in my prayers.”

“It wasn’t thoughtless at all. I appreciate that you care enough to ask. Thank you, Mags,” Aidan said with a gentle laugh. “Always appreciate the good thoughts.”

Aidan turned and left, and I strained my neck as I watched him go. It was sad to see him leave, but it was nice to watch him walk away from that angle. If only he knew how turned on he got me, maybe then he’d help make my fantasies a reality. Maybe he’d give in to the lust I saw flash through his eyes every now and then and we could be together. I knew I could make him happy. Hell, I knew more about making him happy than he thought. Sometimes, I even thought he might want me as much as I wanted him, but he never acknowledged it—or me—in anything but a professional manner.

So for now, all I could do was look—not touch—and dream and do my best to learn from him. I had so much to learn if I wanted to be as successful as him one day.


Chapter Three

Aidan

Family business. I guess you could call it that. It was all in the name of helping my brother. But first, I had to find him. I hadn’t heard a word from him since he left town, and I couldn’t say that I blamed him. He knew any enemies he’d made would be keeping an eye on his family, looking for a way to find him.

Which was why I had to be extra careful and make sure my search for Flynn wasn’t going to look suspicious to anyone. I went about my day like normal, pretending to be distant from the syndicate, though I was sure the Russians watched Emmett leave my office. No doubt they knew what the visit was about. Which meant I had to watch my back—which was not uncommon in my line of work.

My BMW was in a secured parking garage—one that was gated and only allowed the people occupying the building to park. Since this was a newer development and one that had failed to fill out completely thanks to the country’s economic struggles, there were only a handful of cars present at any given time. All of them familiar to me.

Yes, I’d picked this place for a reason, and it wasn’t just about the discount in rent I got due to them having more unoccupied offices than tenants. I knew it would take some time to lease out the entire office building, even with the modern amenities and incredible views. Most of the mid-sized offices were looking at more affordable locations, not high-end, brand new buildings like this one.

It just so happened to work in my favor. It allowed me to be discreet, come and go as I pleased, and with less fear of doing so. Sure, people could always sneak past the security, but that was why I always carried a little extra protection under my suit jacket.

I scanned the parking garage, and content that I was alone, I got in my car and pulled the burner phone I’d bought earlier that day, out from underneath the seat. I pulled the phone number out of my wallet and dialed. I listened as the phone rang once, twice, and on the third ring, he picked up.

“Bell,” he answered.

Jason Bell was the finest private detective in the city of Chicago, and I trusted him to be discreet. We’d worked together on a number of cases, and I paid him well—well enough that I’d gained some measure of loyalty from him.

“Jason, it’s Aidan,” I said, glancing out my tinted windows. I watched as a woman walked to her car. She was the owner of a small business down the hall from my office. Event planning or some shite. “Wondered if you have any news yet?”

“None yet,” he said. “But I’m working on it. You know your brother, he’s not going to be found easily if he doesn’t want to be found.”

“I trust you’ll find him, though,” I said.

“I know I will. It’s what I do.”

If Flynn was alive out there somewhere, Bell’d track him down. Hell, even if Flynn turned up dead, Jason would find out where he was buried. Not only was he looking for my brother, he was also working on clearing his name—harder to do with Flynn MIA.

“The syndicate has asked me to step in and lead for the moment,” I said quietly. “But I can’t keep living this double life. Representing members of the brotherhood for their crimes is one thing, but acting as the leader of the syndicate is on an entirely different level, so I have to tread lightly. I have to be mindful of tipping off the Feds since they’re looking for Flynn, too. I’m sure I’m on their feckin’ radar by now. The sooner we find Flynn, the better. But that stays between us, you hear?”

“Aye Aye, sir,” he said sarcastically. “You should know me better than that, Aidan. My entire field is about being private. If it weren’t, I wouldn’t be a private eye, now would I?”

“Aye,” I laughed.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a figure come out of the building and into the garage. Their face was hidden by a hoodie, so I couldn’t make out who it was. Likely just someone from the building, since an access code was needed to get out here in the first place—but one could never be too cautious. Especially not with the people lining up to take me out.

“Listen, Jason, I have to go. Talk later.”

Before Jason could answer me, I hung up and started my car. I kept my eye on the person in the hoodie, just in case, as I left the parking garage. I noticed whoever it was, was talking on a cell phone, but they kept to the side. Out of the way. They didn’t even appear to be looking my way, though that didn’t necessarily stop my nerves from jangling.

Damn. The last thing I needed today was paranoia. But I didn’t need to be followed, either. Especially not to where I needed to go. Plans would have to change. I picked up the phone and called Emmett. He picked up on the first ring with a gruff greeting.

“We need to be discreet. I’m feeling a little heat here, so I’m going to hang low for a few days,” I said.

Emmett didn’t argue with me. No one would argue with me now. Sure, I needed to meet up with the brothers, let them know what my plans were, but every instinct told me I was being watched, and my instincts never led me astray. Until I was confident that there was no cause for concern, I’d play it safe.

Besides, staying off the grid for a little while would give me some time to come up with a plan. My brother was a natural leader, the man born to run the family. I was merely backup, the one behind the glass meant to be broken in case of emergency. And apparently, that emergency had just hit. This shite wasn’t supposed to happen, and if Flynn was here, alive, I really wanted to kill him right fuckin’ now for putting me in this situation.

As I left the parking structure and drove down Lakeshore Drive, no one seemed to be tailing me. Either they were good or I was imagining things all along. This was why I didn’t want to get involved with the syndicate. This was why I’d worked so hard to keep my nose clean. Because, if they started to dig beneath the surface of things, all hell would break loose.

Yes, I was Aidan O’Brien, member of the famed crime family that had terrorized Chicago for decades. Yes, I was one of the most well-known defense attorneys in the city. But there was more to me than all of that.

So much more. And I couldn’t afford for anyone—friend or foe—to dig up the dirt on me.

Not now. Not ever.


Chapter Four

Maggie

The office was usually quiet, even when Aidan was in. That was the perk of it just being the two of us. And when he stepped out, it was even quieter. The phone would ring, but no one came in without an appointment. Once in a while people would walk in, hoping to meet with Aidan without setting up a meeting, but I’d just smile and ask that they make an appointment. Aidan was very strict about that.

He was very careful with who he’d see and when, and his schedule was always tight and controlled. It took a lot of the gray area and guesswork out of things, which made my job easier and gave me time to study at the office.

So when a new face waltzed through the door, I assumed it was another rich, entitled jackass who thought Aidan should stop everything he was doing to meet with him. I smiled politely and greeted him the standard way I greeted everybody who came through that door.

“Welcome to the office of O’Brien Law,” I said, flashing him a perfunctory smile. “I’m sorry, but Mr. O’Brien is currently out of the office, but I’d be happy to set up an appointment for you.”

I’d memorized the whole spiel, down to the fake friendliness and peppy tone. I’d found they took the news less offensively if I was polite from the start and said it with a smile on my face.

“Do ya know when he’ll return?” the man asked.

The man had a thick Irish accent, just like Aidan, which caused me to raise an eyebrow. But I didn’t say anything. It was likely one of his brothers—which was unusual. He usually took great pains to keep me—or anybody else—from seeing any of them come into the office.

“I’m sorry, but I’m not at liberty to share Mr. O’Brien’s schedule, but like I said, if you’d want to make an—”

“No thank ya,” the man growled.

He was tall with dark hair and gray eyes that stared holes right through me. His presence was intimidating and made me nervous—which again, made me think perhaps he was part of the infamous syndicate. I’d heard they could have that effect on a person.

“May I ask your name, sir?” I tried a different approach. “I can let Mr. O’Brien know you’ve stopped by, at least.”

The man’s lips curled back into a sneer as if my question amused him.

“Aye, please do. Tell him Amon Flannigan stopped by,” he said. “And make sure ya tell him I’ll be back.”

Amon Flannigan turned and walked out of the office without offering a goodbye or anything. He just left. And truth be told, I was relieved to watch him walk out that door because something about him freaked me out, big time. I’d only met a few guys from the syndicate, had seen them once or twice—not that I’d always know them when I saw them of course, but I’d met Flynn right after I’d started, and he gave me the creeps, too. There was an ominous presence that cloaked those types of men that advertised they weren’t misguided intentions.

Not that Aidan was Mr. Goody Two Shoes. Not by any means. But it was different. He was different. When I stared into his eyes, I at least saw some semblance of a law-abiding citizen and decent human being. I saw a soul—a beautiful soul, at that. But with Flynn, and now this Amon, I got no sense of that from looking into their eyes. They just seemed wild, malicious, and downright terrifying. Their aura just exuded the threat of violence.

I considered calling Aidan right away, but then remembered why he’d left in the first place. Family stuff. If he was visiting his father, it would be rude of me to call. Amon Flannigan could contact Aidan himself—or better yet—wait until he was back in the office to talk to him.

Syndicate or not, I wasn’t about to be bossed around by some asshole. I may be small, but I wasn’t a wimp.

Just in case—and to make myself feel a little better and more in control—I checked my purse for my pepper spray. Still there. Also tucked inside was a stun gun. Again, just in case. I’d never had to use it before, but when working in this field, it never hurt to be prepared for anything.

Especially when Aidan O’Brien was my boss.


Chapter Five

Maggie

I heard Aidan’s voice before I saw him come through the door. He was talking to someone on the phone, and from the sound of it, it was one of our current clients. He had a court case the next day to prepare for, so there was a lot of back and forth with his client—Tyler Dickinson.

Tyler was being charged with manslaughter because of a bar fight that had gotten out of control one night. Tyler was drunk and killed a man with a lead pipe. He was guilty, for sure, there was no denying that. But his father was a wealthy CEO, and there wasn’t a snowball’s chance in hell Tyler would see a day behind bars.

“Listen, Tyler. There’s nothing to worry about. I’ve got it handled. You’ll be fine. I’ll see you in court tomorrow, okay?”

Aidan sighed loudly. I wondered if Tyler heard it because I sure did. “Yes, I’m sure, Tyler. It’s going to be fine.” Aidan rolled his eyes at me and pointed at the phone melodramatically.

Tyler was one of our more needier clients. He needed his hand held every step of the way. His father was wealthy and had paid for Aidan’s services and that wasn’t cheap—but other than that—Tyler was on his own. After the bar fight, his daddy disowned him, even wrote him out of his will—at least—until his name was cleared. Even then, there was a chance he might not be put back in. Don’t soil daddy’s good name with your drunken shenanigans was the message we all took from this case.

And Tyler wanted to try everything in his power to clear his name one hundred percent. Which meant he was grinding poor Aidan to get it done.

Except there was no way to prove he wasn’t guilty. He’d been caught on tape bashing the victim’s face in. Witnesses saw him do it. There were even videos on the internet of the whole fight. No one could deny he killed that man. He was damn lucky he’d only been charged with manslaughter and should be grateful Aidan was going to keep him out of prison. But all he cared about was getting back in his daddy’s good graces—and back into his will.

I rolled my eyes and chuckled, sipping my coffee. I glanced at the note I’d left for myself the day before. Just a name—Amon Flannigan—and a question mark. I tried to forget about my run-in with that creeper, but it was hard to forget such an intimidating man. I’d have to make sure I didn’t forget to deliver the message to Aidan because I didn’t want to have to deal with him again.

Aidan walked into his office, leaving his door open as he continued talking. I watched as he placed his briefcase down next to his desk and then sat down in his chair. He was no longer listening at this point, I could see it in his eyes. He was already thinking of something else, something more important than entitled brats more concerned with their inheritance than paying their dues for killing a man.

“Ty—Tyler, I have to go. Yes—now. I need to finish preparing my opening statements for tomorrow.”

I chuckled to myself, glad Tyler had called Aidan’s cell phone rather than the office so his incessant neediness wasn’t interrupting the start of my day.

“I’ll see you in court tomorrow, an hour before the trial begins. And don’t worry, everything will be just fine. Trust me.”

Aidan put his phone down on his desk and sighed, “Jesus Christ, not what I wanted to deal with first thing in the morning, Mags.”

He was talking to me through the open door, even as I tried to not stare. He knew I was listening, and he didn’t mind or else he’d have closed the door.

“Yikes, that sounded rough, boss,” I said, cringing as I spoke. I looked down at my note and figured now was as good a time as any to pass on the message. “By the way, someone stopped by yesterday after you left. It didn’t seem urgent so I didn’t call, but he asked me to tell you he stopped by.”

I bit my tongue, leaving out the part about how intimidating and creepy he’d been.

“Who was it?” Aidan asked, already looking over the files on his desk. He sounded bored.

“Amon Flannigan?” I said. “The name doesn’t ring a bell, and he doesn’t appear to be a current client of ours.” Aidan’s brows drew deep, creating creased lines around his eyes as he shook his head. He looked… perplexed.

“Wait, what’s his name?” Aidan asked.

“Amon. Amon Flannigan,” I said, glancing into Aidan’s office. “I’m guessing by the look on your face, you know him?”

“Yes, I know him,” Aidan responded, his voice sounding a bit more annoyed than usual. He typically kept it together, acted calm and charming no matter what the conversation was about, so to see him unravel even slightly was a bit unnerving. “Unfortunately, so.”

“He didn’t tell me what the meeting was about, but perhaps you should call him?”

“He can call me if he wants to,” Aidan said. “He knows damn good and well how to get in touch with me. No need to come here except to be a feckin’ arsehole.”

This was a side of Aidan I didn’t see very often. Mild annoyance when technology didn’t work as it should, sure, but outright disdain for someone? Hate and anger in his eyes? The vulgar spew of his tone. Never. Not even some of the most obnoxious evil murderers we dealt with evoked that type of response from him.

But I knew it wasn’t my business to ask.

“Okay then, I just wanted to pass it along since he asked me to,” I mumbled.

Picking up the note, I crumpled it up and tossed it in the trash can, hoping I might forget about Amon Flannigan just from that simple act.

If only it was that easy.


Chapter Six

Aidan

Maggie stepped out for the rest of the day for classes, so I was alone in my office. I looked at my watch and saw that it was coming up on two o’clock. My stomach growled, reminding me I hadn’t eaten anything yet. I looked back at my computer screen and decided I’d finish this bit of research for a case and then go to the deli down the block and grab a sandwich. My stomach growled again to lodge its complaint about the delay.

After another ten minutes of reading, I sighed and leaned back in my chair, rubbing my eyes. Tyler was a troublesome client. Or put another way, a royal pain in my ass. His father paid me well, but made it clear there was no more money in the offering, which meant I needed to dispose of Tyler’s case quickly. It also meant—at least to Tyler—that I needed to get him off scot free.

Which was my dilemma. There was no way he was coming through this unscathed. Yeah, killing that man might have started out accidental, but the fact remained—the victim’s blood was on Tyler’s hands, literally. If he thought I could wipe that off his record completely, he was foolishly mistaken.

I chuckled to myself. Gotta love the spoiled, rich arsehole kids of the elite. They think I can move mountains simply because they snapped their fingers, stomped their feet, and threw a tantrum. But as I reminded myself time and again when I wanted to slap the piss out of one of them—their families paid the bills quite handsomely.

I might be able to help this little brat avoid jail time—in fact, that was pretty much a slam dunk at this point—but I found nothing in case law that would help me keep it off his record. Not that I actually thought I’d find anything, but I was being paid to do my due diligence. And because I took pride in my work and wanted to keep my reputation sterling, I always did my due diligence.

And unfortunately for Tyler, I hadn’t come up with anything.

I stared at the computer screen, hoping for inspiration to strike when a noise in the outer office drew my attention.

“Mags?” I called. “Is that you?”

The door to my office was barely cracked open and the blinds on my windows were down, so I couldn’t see anybody in the lobby. The noise came again.

“Mags?”

The warning bells in my head sounded as I got to my feet. Somebody was in the outer office and was doing their best to not be heard. I crept around my desk and tread as lightly as I could to the door. I peeked through the narrow crack but still didn’t see anyone. Damn! I should’ve grabbed my piece.

Suddenly the door shoved inward with strong momentum and knocked me backward. I stumbled and almost went down before catching myself on one of the two chairs in front of my desk. My eyes widened as adrenaline pumped through me. I looked up to see a man in a gray hoodie standing in the doorway. The shadow cast by his hood obscured his face, but I had a damn good feeling it was the same guy I’d seen lurking around in the parking garage.

“Who the fuck are you?” I snarled.

He didn’t answer, but reached toward the small of his back. I didn’t need to be a fortune teller to know what was coming next. I was positive if I didn’t get to him before he pulled the gun, I was going to have two holes in the chest and one in the head. And I wasn’t going to let that happen. My death wasn’t going to be made to look like a random robbery gone wrong—that was the way executions like this played out to avoid drawing unwanted attention.

Every fiber of my being was on red alert, telling me this guy was a professional hired to kill me. But who’d hired him? And why? A rival within the syndicate? One of the other organizations sensing weakness in our outfit and trying to capitalize on it? Who in the hell would want to kill me? It wasn’t like it was common knowledge that I was stepping into Flynn’s shoes yet. Or maybe it was a pre-emptive strike to keep me from taking over the family business.

I didn’t know and didn’t care—I needed to act. I launched myself at the assassin as he was bringing his weapon—a shiny, chrome nine millimeter with a silencer attached to it—to bear. He grunted as I crashed into him and stumbled backward. His foot caught on the edge of Maggie’s desk and he went down, taking me down with him. I landed on top of him and heard the rush of air leaving his lungs. Unfortunately, he didn’t lose the gun when he fell.

I grabbed the man’s arm as he brought his gun to bear and used my leverage to keep him from pointing it at me. He threw a punch that caught me in the side of the head. He hit me so hard, I was momentarily breathless and seeing stars. But I still somehow managed to keep him from being able to train his gun on me.

“Who sent you?” I hissed through gritted teeth.

The man said nothing but threw another punch that I managed to block with my other arm. I sat astride the man and tried to figure out what to do next. We seemed to be at a stalemate—he was pinned beneath me, and I was holding his wrists in my hands. How the hell was I going to get out of this?

We were both straining hard—the assassin to free himself and me to keep him from getting free. If he broke loose, I was a dead man. Sweat dotted my brow and a knot formed in my stomach—the man was strong. Really strong. I didn’t know how much longer I’d be able to keep him pinned.

“Who feckin’ sent you?” I repeated.

Using his lower body for leverage, the man bucked upward and threw me off. I flew backward and landed on my ass. Knowing I had to move fast, I scrambled backward as quickly as I could, crab walking back into my office just as the man sat up and squeezed off three shots.

The bullets tore into the wall next to the door just as I’d passed. A splinter of wood shot out and stuck me. I felt the warm, sticky blood flowing down my cheek. Rolling to my right, I got behind the wall and jumped to my feet. And not a moment too soon as the gunman was right behind me.

He entered the room with his gun held out in front of him and turned in my direction. I grabbed the first thing I could get hold of—a potted plant, as it turned out—and hurled it at him like I was throwing a fastball. The man jumped backward to avoid getting hit by the flying plant. It gave me the split second I needed to launch myself at him for a second time.

I drove my shoulder into his midsection as hard as I could. He grunted as I carried him backward like a linebacker wrapping up a ball carrier. We crashed into a bookshelf, spilling books and knick-knacks to the floor and on top of us.

I slammed him into the bookcase again, driving my shoulder into his stomach even harder now that I had a little leverage. I grabbed the hand he had his gun in and slammed it against the bookcase, too. The man beat on my back with his other hand, but the blows didn’t faze me. I was using the only advantage I had—the intense and frenzied desire to stay alive.

No matter how many times I cracked his hand against the wood of the bookcase, I couldn’t dislodge the gun, so I did the only thing I could think to do. Using all my strength, I drove my knee into the man’s crotch. He let out a strangled gasp and a small moan as he started to crumple forward. Grabbing him by the back of the head, I brought my knee up and drove it into his face with an unwavering brute force. Feeling the bones in his nose giving way, I threw a punch to the side of his head and his body slumped against the ground.

The gun clattered to the hardwood floor and spun away from me. As blood poured from his nose, the man grabbed his wounded crotch, and I rushed over to pick up the gun. I stood up and turned around as the man slowly staggered to his knees, digging at something on his ankle—a second holster.

His hood had fallen off, and I finally got a look at him. I didn’t recognize him in the slightest. He had dark hair, darker eyes, and a hardened face that looked cold and cruel. By the look in his eyes, I could see he was a man who took immense pleasure in killing others—a cruel and vicious killer.

His hand clasped around the gun in his ankle holster and started to pull it out. Acting purely on my instinct to survive, I raised the gun in my hand and squeezed the trigger. I pulled it again and again and again—watching as the man’s body jerked and twitched as the bullets ripped through his flesh. Blossoms of crimson erupted on his sweatshirt as the bullets penetrated his body, and his eyes widened as if he couldn’t believe what was happening.

Finally, the trigger merely clicked, signaling the gun was void of ammunition. He remained on his knees, swaying as he stared at me. The front of his sweatshirt now bathed in blood and a thin stream seeped out of his mouth, rolling down his chin. He cocked his head and looked at me. It was as if he was trying to figure out who I was—or maybe, how I’d managed to beat him. The truth of the matter was, I didn’t know how I’d beaten him. It was pure Irish luck and the will to survive.

My body was trembling with an excess of adrenaline, and the knot in my stomach constricted painfully. A wild and wide range of emotions coursed through me—I’d just killed a man. But as I looked at the man in front of me, I realized the one thing I didn’t feel was sympathy. Or sorrow. No, I’d done what needed to be done and felt justified. Righteous, even. This man came here to kill me and somehow, I’d turned the tables on him.

After what seemed like an eternity, he finally slumped to his side and fell to the wooden office floor. Blood pooled around him as his face—his eyes wide and unseeing—began to grow pale. He’d come to kill me, though his luck had expired just as he had at my hands. The bloody hands of an O’Brien. I felt my face flush with triumph and pride.

Feelings that vanished immediately when I heard the gasp behind me. I raised my gun and spun around, my heart dropping into my shoes when I saw who was standing in the doorway behind me—Maggie.

“W-what are you doing here?” I stammered, lowering the weapon.

“Classes were canceled,” she said, her eyes fixed on the corpse on my office floor. “Is he—dead?”

I nodded. “Y-yeah, he’s dead, Mags. He came here to kill me.”


Chapter Seven

Maggie

I stared down at the dead man on the floor with my heart in my throat. My stomach churned, and I couldn’t stop staring. No matter how hard I tried to look away, I couldn’t bring myself to avert my eyes. It was like there was some physical force keeping my eyes focused on the dead man. A few seconds later, Aidan stepped over and pulled me away from the body, forcing me to look up at him instead.

“Mags.”

Aidan gripped me by the shoulders and held me there. His grip was a little too tight for comfort, and the look on his face sent shivers down my spine. His eyes looked darker and more dangerous than I’d ever seen them.

I’m no fool. I knew what it meant walking in on something like this. Especially in a mob family. It meant I was either dead, or I’d just sold my soul to the O’Brien syndicate. Neither one sounded good to me. Even though Aidan and I worked together—we weren’t exactly close. Not close enough for him to trust me with a secret of that magnitude.

“What—what happened? What can I do?” I tried hard to sound strong and then realizing I didn’t want to know what had happened. It was better for me not knowing.

“What can you do?” Aidan asked as he walked to the front office and locked the door. Oh God, is he gonna kill me, too?

“Yes. What can I do to help you?” My heart pumped hard enough in my head, I got dizzy. Is this the end? Am I gonna die? “I, uh…I came back to see if you needed any help with…oh fuck, Aiden. I wasn’t expecting this—” I waved my hand in the direction of the bloody corpse. “Just tell me what you need me to do.”

The look of shock on Aidan’s face was priceless. He probably never expected me to say anything like that, to be willing to put my own freedom at stake for him. Even though I worked for him and was willing to do anything he asked of me, our professional relationship had never been tested like this before. And judging by the look on his face, he didn’t think I’d be willing to compromise myself to help him with something like that.

“Uhm well, for starters—”

“I’ll keep my mouth shut, Aidan. I promise. You don’t need to worry about me.” He had to believe I wasn’t going to tell anyone. I knew working for him was a huge risk, but he had to believe me.

He stared at me then looked down at the body on the floor and took a deep breath. It was almost like he was contemplating what he needed to do—kill me to keep me quiet—but he couldn’t bring himself to do it.

I stood there, his hands on my shoulders, only not as tight as before. I knew what I had to do. I took a deep breath, steeled myself, and blurted, “Trust me, Aidan. I’ll not only keep my mouth shut, but I’ll help you dispose of the body. If you go down, I’ll go down with you. But I promise you, Aidan, that will never be the case because only you and I know what happened here, and it’s going to stay that way.”

I tried to sound confident, as if I’d done this before and it was nothing new. I hadn’t, of course. I’d never touched a dead body in my entire life, and my only experience with dead people was at funerals where they’d been embalmed, cleaned up, and made to look like they were sleeping.

But this bloody mess? This was on a whole other level and a little hard to take in. I had to keep telling myself that it wasn’t real, that it was staged. Just like in the movies. A very realistic movie at that. I had just pledged my loyalty to Aidan, but that didn’t mean I could actually deal with the mess of it all. I’d be lucky if I didn’t throw up.

“Mags, I don’t know—” Aidan let go of my shoulders and ran a hand through his dark hair. “I wouldn’t hurt you—I’m not that kind of man. I hope you know that. It’s just—you shouldn’t have seen this.”

“But I have seen it, Aidan. It’s too late for that now,” I said. “And because I’m here, I’m going to do my job and help you in any way I can. Now, what needs to be done?”

I’ve always been loyal to Aidan over the years. I’d heard whispers and rumors about him, of course. It was kind of unavoidable given his genetics. Despite all the gossip, I ignored most of it. None of it mattered to me, anyway.

Hell, just in the course of my day to day duties, I’d heard more than enough to go to the feds and turn him in for his involvement with the syndicate. But I’d never betray Aidan O’Brien. Some might say I was betraying my profession by protecting my mentor, but I knew the law was rarely so black and white. Aidan was a good man. If someone was lying dead on his floor, there was a reason for it. He wasn’t a ruthless killer like Flynn was. Aidan didn’t get off on hurting people. He did what had to be done.

And so did I.

“Are you sure, Maggie?” Aidan’s face was masked in pain and trepidation. A look I’d never seen before.

“I’m positive.” I knew it would prove my loyalty and hopefully keep me alive, but also because this was Aidan—a man I’d grown to love over the years. A man I’d do anything for. Even if my feelings weren’t returned. “But we better hurry.”

Aidan nodded, he was already on the phone—probably a member of the syndicate.

“I need a cleanup crew at my office, stat,” he said.

I knew it wasn’t just a typical cleanup crew, either. Definitely not Rosie’s Housekeeping Services. The crew Aidan spoke to would be people who knew how to clean this sort of thing up. Make it disappear entirely. As soon as he was off the phone, Aidan knelt by the body and started looking through his clothing.

“What are you doing?” I asked, a little grossed out by the horrific scene of death surrounding me. The corpse lay at an odd angle across the floor, thick in its own blood—the sanguine fluid coagulating in the seams of the hardwood floor.

“Looking for any identifying marks, trying to determine who he is and why he wanted to kill me.” Bile crawled up my throat and my stomach twisted in knots as Aidan carefully searched the body. Bullet wounds riddled the torso, arms, and legs.

“You don’t know?”

Aidan shook his head. “There could be any number of men after me. If we tried to narrow it down to everyone who’d benefit from me being dead, it would be one hell of a long list. If I can figure out who this asshole is, it might give us a better idea.”

Biting my lip, I paced the room a bit before Aidan turned to me.

“Can you get me some trash bags?” he asked over his shoulder as he checked the man’s pockets.

I walked to the supply closet and grabbed a few large garbage bags and handed them to Aidan.

“Thank you,” he said. “My guys will know what to do, but I’m going to make their job a little easier for them.”

“Did you find anything useful?” I asked, curiously.

“Not a damn thing, Mags.” He shook his head, and I could see his frustration growing. No ID. No tattoos. Nothing we could use to identify him. We had nothing to go on. Nowhere to start.


Chapter Eight

Aidan

“Why are you doing this? Helping me?” I turned to Maggie curious why she’d put herself on the line.

Thanks to the syndicate’s cleanup crew and a service elevator that most people didn’t know about, the body—and all evidence that something had happened here—had been removed from my office. I’d kept Maggie in the conference room and locked out of my office because I knew from experience what the crew would have to do to dispose of the body wasn’t going to be pretty.

I sat on the edge of the table, and Maggie sat in the seat at the head of the table, looking me square in the eye.

“Because that man tried to kill you, Aidan,” she said. “You were only defending yourself. Why wouldn’t I help you?”

“If that’s the case, why didn’t you call the cops instead of—” I started, and motioned to my office door “—instead of all of that? Most people would’ve called 911 right off. But you—you didn’t. And you don’t seem especially shaken up about anything.”

Most people—when it came to something like asserting self-defense—would assume the next logical step after killing somebody—even in self-defense—would be to call the boys in blue. Hell, that’s exactly what I encouraged people to do. Don’t move the body. Don’t do or touch anything before you call the police, and when they arrive, shut your mouth and don’t say a word.

Things get all twisted up and misconstrued in the heat of the moment. So it’s best to keep quiet until your lawyer is by your side. In that case, if it’s truly self-defense and there’s proof, with the right lawyer, they’d be just fine.

And here I was—a defense lawyer doing the exact opposite of what I counseled people to do. Most people would think being a lawyer gave me a leg up in knowing how to deal with the police. But not Maggie. No, her first instinct wasn’t to call the cops. Her first instinct was to help me hide the body, which said something about her. Something that surprised me, which I wasn’t sure was possible after all our years working together. Either that, or it said something about what she thought of me. Maybe both.

“Because, Aidan, I know you better than you think I do,” she said softly. “I knew that would never be an option, not in your—unique situation.”

“My unique situation?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

She sat forward in her seat as I folded my arms across my chest. I stared at her much like I’d stare down witnesses in a courtroom. But this wasn’t a witness I had to cross-examine. This wasn’t somebody I had to break or trip up to make my case. This was Mags. One of the sweetest, most gentle women I’d ever known.

Her hand was shaking—though she tried to hide it—as she took a sip of ice water. Maybe the events of the day had rattled her more than I’d thought, and she was just really good at covering it up.

“Yeah, you know, with the syndicate and all that,” she said. “I’d say that’s pretty unique.”

The hair on the back of my neck stood on end, and a knot constricted in my belly. “How did you—”

“Puh-lease, Aidan,” she said, rolling her eyes. “How could I not know? I work for you, I’m literally right outside your door every single day. I see who comes and goes in and out of your office,” she said. “And I help you in any way I can. After all this time working together, it would be more of a shock if I didn’t know about your connections. I’m not as stupid as I may look.” Apparently, the shocked expression was still etched on my face, and she didn’t feel as though her response had set my mind at ease, so she continued. “Don’t you see, Aidan? I’m loyal to a fault. Your secrets are safe with me. They have been up until this point, haven’t they?”

I rubbed my cheek, feeling the five o’clock shadow cropping up after a very long day at work. Mags knew things she shouldn’t know, and I’d be lying if I said it didn’t worry the hell out of me. Had I been careless in my dealings with the syndicate while I was at the office? I must have been since she knew about it.

She knew things that made her a threat to not just me—but to the syndicate in general. It was something I couldn’t tell the brothers because that would put her life in jeopardy. Just as she was keeping my secrets—I had to keep hers.

I had to wonder, though—how much did she know? It wasn’t like I discussed business out in the open at the office. For most things—especially the most sensitive issues—I’d always discussed those with the men elsewhere. I never conducted their business here. So what did she hear, and what did she know?

“Are you going to kill me now?” she asked.

She smiled at me and tried to make a joke of it, but when I looked into her eyes, I saw genuine fear. She tried to mask it and act casual, but I could see that deep down—she was terrified. Terrified of me and what I might do to her.

I paced the room, unable to find an answer to her question. Kill her? Kill Maggie? The one person who’d been by my side through thick and thin while I got my practice off the ground? The one person who apparently knew a lot of my secrets and kept them locked away—even though she could have easily turned me in and had me thrown in prison, ruining my life and career while advancing her own.

“No, Mags,” I said quietly. “I’m not going to kill you.”

She relaxed a bit in her chair—but only slightly. She never took her eyes off me, and the shadow behind them never dissipated entirely. Her hands were still shaking ever so slightly in her lap.

“But,” I said, “I will keep a very close eye on you. Don’t make me regret trusting you, Maggie. I mean that.”

“You won’t regret it,” she said. “I’ve promised my loyalty to you, Aidan, and that’s a sacred vow that won’t be broken. You have my word.”

I got the feeling there was more to her offer than met the eye. That there was more meaning to her words. She flashed me a sweet smile that let me know I was right about what I’d heard in her voice.

Her secret was out. There was a lot more to Maggie than I’d seen before. She wasn’t as goody-goody as she liked to appear, or else she wouldn’t have been risking her freedom and career for the likes of me.


Chapter Nine

Maggie

“You can’t even tell,” I said, stepping out of Aidan’s office into the reception area. “It’s almost like—well, you know.”

“Yeah, I know. My guys are good at what they do.” Aidan’s voice was flat and distant as he packed up a few things into a briefcase. “Listen, Maggie, I’m going to get one of my guys to watch over you tonight—”

I turned abruptly. “I’m not comfortable with that, Aidan.”

“Not one of the brothers,” he said. “A member of my personal security detail. I’m going to have them sit outside your place and keep an eye on you. I don’t know if the guy who tried to kill me was hired by someone and if he was, that someone could try to make another run—maybe at you this time. I’d feel a lot better if one of my guys were sitting outside, they can be inside in a heartbeat if anything should happen. Not that I think it will, or that they’ll come after you, but I want to keep you safe. I don’t want anything to happen to you because I didn’t take the right precautions.”

Even though he was sticking me with one of his goons, at least he wasn’t sending one of the brothers to babysit me—which was good. I trusted Aidan, but I wasn’t so sure about the rest of the men I’d met tonight. They were a bit thuggish and had a dangerous air about them. The guys who’d come to the office most definitely lived up to their reputation of being more than a bit rough around the edges. And given the fact that I’d witnessed something I shouldn’t have, I didn’t exactly trust them to keep me safe from harm. They might even be more likely to do me harm.

“You really don’t have to do that,” I said.

“I know,” he said. “I want to.”

Aidan stared at me intently, his eyes narrowed and his jaw firm. I knew that look on his face. Knew it all too well—there was no arguing with him.

“I’ve already called them, they’re on their way,” he said. “They don’t know the full story, obviously. But I mentioned a possible threat to you and me and left it at that. They will drive you home and make sure your place is secure before setting up outside and keeping watch on you.”

Aidan’s hand was up, forestalling my argument the moment I’d opened my mouth to speak—he apparently knew me as well as I knew him. He clearly wasn’t having it.

“I personally requested Gerard,” he said. “I trust him with my life. He takes his job very seriously and is incredibly diligent. I have full confidence that you’ll be safe with him.”

There was no way I was going to win. Not this time. Or maybe I was too exhausted to argue.

“Thank you,” I said quietly.

“No, thank you, Maggie,” he said. “For everything.”

***

Gerard, as it turned out, wasn’t much of a talker. He was a tall man with broad shoulders and short, dark hair cropped close to his head. His face looked like it was chiseled from stone, and he didn’t smile much. The frown lines around his face made him look older than he probably was.

“So I’ve never had a personal security guard,” I said to him on the drive to my place.

He didn’t say anything in response, clearly not understanding that I was looking for some tips on security guard etiquette.

“Is there anything I need to know?” I asked him bluntly. “Anything special I need to do?”

“Not really. I look around, make sure the home is secure, and then set myself up nearby,” he said, his voice a deep and gravelly sound. “You do your thing, sleep and go on about your life as normal.”

That was the most he’d said in the entire fifteen-minute car ride to my place. Except for that stunning monologue, he’d been silent, simply nodding and keeping to short, concise answers. He didn’t need to know anything about me—Aidan had apparently filled him in on everything he needed to know. I offered to feed him, and he refused. I offered to pay him, and he said Aidan had taken care of that already.

It was like having my own personal robot who was willing to attend to my every need. He certainly exuded the warmth and charm of a robot, anyway.

We pulled up to my place—a duplex just outside of the city, in a cute little neighborhood that was a lot less crazy than downtown. My neighbor was an elderly man who’d lost his wife last year, so he wasn’t going to be much help in case of an emergency.

“It’s so weird to have a security guard,” I said with a nervous laugh. “Almost makes me feel like I’m famous or something.”

Gerard didn’t say anything. Didn’t even crack a smile or give any indication he’d actually heard me. He simply went to work as soon as we were inside my house. Asking me to stay put in the kitchen, he checked the windows, the doors—he even checked the closets. He walked through the house, investigating every inch before he told me it was clear. After that, he dismissed himself and stepped outside.

“Are you going to sleep out there?” I asked.

“Who said anything about sleep?” he said.

I wasn’t sure how to say that it made me uncomfortable to have a strange man hanging around outside of my house, especially when he was there to protect me. Not to mention the fact that I felt bad making him stay outside in the cold.

“Then you can stay in here if you’d like?” I offered. “Watch some TV—”

“I don’t get paid to watch TV,” Gerard said, his eyes narrowing on me. “I’ll be just fine, Miss Burke.”

“Please, call me Maggie,” I said.

Gerard didn’t respond to that, which wasn’t surprising—he’d barely responded to anything. Everything about him was stiff and cold and yes, it made me uncomfortable having him there. Especially since I knew his presence wasn’t just about keeping me safe from harm. I was smart enough to know he wasn’t just watching out for me—but was also watching me. He was Aidan’s most trusted security guard. He trusted Gerard with his life and probably with the knowledge of his business dealings with the syndicate—which gave me zero doubt that Gerard was reporting back to Aidan everything I did or said.

After giving me instructions on how to contact him if anything weird went down in my house, Gerard stepped outside to begin his vigil. He didn’t think anything bad was going to happen, but he wanted me to know how to get in touch with him as a precaution. Better safe than sorry, he’d said. Gerard was literally steps away from my front door, armed and ready, just in case somebody showed up to take me out. He also told me not to worry if I saw somebody walking around because he’d also make his rounds and patrol the area, watching the perimeter of the duplex all night, so there would be no way anyone would sneak past him.

I thanked him and went to bed, but I didn’t sleep. Couldn’t shut my brain off. I laid there with my eyes wide open, staring at the ceiling. Thoughts went around and around in my head like a hamster on a wheel, eventually circling back to the topic that occupied my mind most nights when I was lying in bed, unable to sleep—my boss.

Ahhh yes, Aidan. He said he trusted me, but did he really? I had to wonder. It was the presence of my bodyguard slash babysitter that made me question the actual depth of his trust. But I argued with myself, if he didn’t trust me at all, I wouldn’t be alive. The syndicate dealt a little more firmly with the untrustworthy.

So far, I’d managed to get out of this whole fiasco alive, so obviously, I’d done something right. But I knew he’d keep an eye on me for a while. Even after he’d called Gerard back to his service, I knew Aidan would have me watched at all times. At least until I’d proven my loyalty and trustworthiness.

A chill went down my spine as I imagined what that might look like. Was this going to be the new normal for me? Having a strange man lurking outside of my house? Following me around all day? Tailing me to the coffee shop or to yoga class? If this was going to be my new reality, how long was it going to last? How long would it be before Aidan trusted me or deemed me worthy?

And while Gerard didn’t bother me—too much, anyway—it unnerved me to think of someone watching me and reporting back to Aidan on what I did or said. Not that I was going to do more than sleep, or toss and turn in bed, but how long would he be here?

How long would my life be strange and oppressive like this?

Those questions and more rattled through my mind all night, and because of all the tossing and turning, I barely got any sleep.


Chapter Ten

Aidan

“Listen up, brothers,” I said, taking a seat in the back room of the Golden Shamrock. “As you’re all aware, there’s been an attempt on me life, and I’d like to know who the fuck is behind it. And I’d like to know yesterday.”

Since taking over for Flynn, I hadn’t sat down and met with most of the guys. Which was my fault, but I’d been busy. I did have a career to maintain. But having someone try to assassinate me in broad daylight called for action.

I sat at a long, narrow table that ran down the center of the room—our room. The bar itself was closed given that it was after hours, but David—the owner of the Shamrock—was a brother and the space was always available for us to use, day or night. Flynn often used an old warehouse for meetings, but since his disappearance and the attempt on my life, I thought it best if the syndicate didn’t handle business as usual.

David sat at the other end of the table, looking tired after a long evening of slinging beers for Irish wannabes and our guys alike. He was a dedicated brother, had gone out of his way to welcome me into my new role, and sat there and listened attentively. I couldn’t say the same for all the others. Some didn’t seem to respect me yet. Not that I blamed them. I was the brother of their former leader—a lad who was being accused of deceit, betrayal—treason in the syndicate’s eyes. I was determined to prove was nothing more than a pile of bullshite.

Until I had that proof to wave under their noses, I had to understand their skepticism. I didn’t have to like it, but I had to at least understand it. Snitching was the absolute worst crime somebody in the lifestyle could engage in, and that’s exactly what they thought Flynn had done. Of course, some of that stink was going to rub off on me. A stink I was bound and determined to wash off, but first things first.

On top of everything else, I’d hardly ever dipped my hands into the affairs of the syndicate. Oh, I’d kept more than a few of them from going to prison for this and that, but in terms of the day to day operations and proving my loyalty—I had been absent. And yet, because Flynn went MIA, I suddenly show up and now I’m the boss.

Yeah, I got it. I got why some of them cast a wary eye at me. But I was also an O’Brien, and this whole organization had been founded by my father. Only an O’Brien was going to sit in the chair I now occupied and run my family’s feckin’ legacy, and that was that.

If they didn’t like it—well, I preferred to not go there just yet. I knew it was a possibility somewhere down the line, but I preferred to kick that can as far down the road as I could. My hope was to win them over, have them all fall into line, and have the syndicate go on without missing a beat. That was my desire. My goal. One I hoped I could achieve, and only time would tell.

“Has to be the motherfeckin’ Russians,” Emmett said. “I told Flynn we shouldn’t align with the likes of those red bastards—”

Bryan spoke up, “Aye. If it wasn’t for Flynn, we wouldn’t be in this feckin’ mess in the first place.”

My gaze narrowed in on Bryan. He was young, still new to the brotherhood and had a big feckin’ mouth already. He was a distant relative of ours—from the old country—if my memory served me right. But he was too distant to have any claim on the head in the organization. Too young to know better, though. He was a cocky little shite, and I never did like him. I liked him even less now.

“If it wasn’t for Flynn, most of you wouldn’t even be at this table,” I very pointedly reminded them. “Most of you would be stuck in a drunk tank, collecting taxes for one of the other families, or six feet under by now. My brother gave you lads a purpose. He gave you something to be proud of, something worth fighting for. Or did you forget that, ya arrogant son of a bitch?”

Bryan’s eyes widened, and he looked as pale as a ghost, realizing that maybe he’d crossed a line he should never have set foot near to begin with.

“T-that’s not what I meant,” he stammered.

“Yeah? Well, maybe next time you should think before you open your goddamn mouth. Or better yet, maybe you should just keep your feckin’ trap shut,” I snapped and then looked around the table at the men gathered there—most lowered their eyes, not willing to meet my gaze. “Now does anyone else have something useful to add to this conversation? Something that’ll actually make some goddamn sense? Or am I just wasting my time here?”

The one thing I’d learned from Flynn was that you had to be tough and ruthless if you wanted to run the syndicate—if you wanted to gain the respect of the brothers. None of these men had ever seen me inside of a courtroom, had never socialized with me, much less talk like this during a meeting with them. They hardly knew me. They probably thought they could push me around, assuming I was the quieter, more passive, younger brother.

You didn’t win in my field by being passive or weak. And I won—a lot.

I wasn’t Flynn—I wasn’t nearly as ruthless, but I wasn’t a feckin’ pushover either. I was nobody’s puppet, and I would bend to nobody’s will. As the head of the syndicate, these men would bend to my will. And as I stared at each man around that table, I think most of them started to realize it, as well. If not, they would soon, I could promise them that.

“If I was a betting man, I’d put my money down on the Russians, too,” I said. “I’d wager those commie arseholes were looking for retaliation. And what better retaliation than taking out Flynn’s wet behind the ears brother, aye? They probably figured the whole fucking syndicate would collapse with the last O’Brien dead. But they don’t know us, do they?”

“What are we goin’ to do next, boss?” Emmett asked me. “We can’t just go killin’ Russians all willy nilly. It’ll start a fecking war, lad. And I don’t think any of us want a war in the streets. It’s bad for business—not to mention, it’ll get us all locked up. Or dead.”

“Relax. We’re not going to run in and start shooting Russians at random—not without more intel first,” I said. My eyes narrowed on David. He had connections all over town. Regulars who came in to drink their sorrows away, people who talked too much while under the influence.

“Dave, you know anyone who might talk?” I asked. “Anybody who might be connected that would know if there was a hit taken out?”

“I might know a guy who knows a guy,” he said. “Not sure if they’ll have much info from the top or not, but I can ask the question.”

“Just see what you can find out, aye?”

“Will do, Aidan. Will do.”

***

“I can’t do this anymore, Aidan,” Maggie said, rushing into the office with Gerard directly behind her. “I just can’t. I won’t. This is me, refusing to do this anymore.”

She looked over her shoulder and scowled at him. He didn’t seem to notice her hard looks. Or if he did, he didn’t react to her hateful stare. Gerard was good like that. A true professional. His stoic nature and ability to let everything roll off his back were some of his strongest traits and among the things that made him an excellent bodyguard. He didn’t waste time or energy on things that didn’t require action.

“He follows me everywhere,” Maggie blurted, nearly screaming. “Literally, everywhere. I can’t get a moment’s peace from this guy!”

“That’s what a security guard does, Maggie,” I said with a laugh. “If he didn’t have you in his sight at all times, the bad guys could sneak up and take a shot at you.”

“But the fucking bathroom? Excuse my language, but really, Aidan? Right outside my bathroom door!” she shrieked. “Right outside so he can hear every little noise I make in there? Because really, crapping in front of a stranger isn’t awkward or anything.”

Maggie slumped down in the chair across from me, letting out a sigh. Gerard stood behind her, his big frame towering over and dwarfing her with his arms crossed in front of him—nary a smile on his face. He stood as perfectly still as a statue and had about as much emotion on his face as one, too. If any of this bothered him, most people couldn’t tell. But I could. I’d known Gerard long enough to see the subtle tells in his face—he was amused by Maggie’s rantings.

I leaned back in my chair and smiled, trying to cheer Maggie up, but she scowled at me, too. In all the years we’d worked together, I’d never seen her do anything but smile at me. But the scowl on her face was vicious, something I didn’t know she was even capable of. It might have had something to do with the dark circles around her eyes.

“Gerard? Please give Miss Burke a little bit of privacy, please. Stand a few feet away from the bathroom door, if at all possible,” I said and then turned to Maggie. “There. Better?”

“A few feet? What about not following me to the bathroom at all?” she asked. “Jesus Christ, I can’t do this, Aidan. It’s been three days and I swear to God, it’s pretty damn obvious by now that whoever is trying to kill you isn’t after little ol’ me. Why would they be?”

I shrugged. “I just want to keep you safe, Mags.”

Her eyes softened, and for a moment, I thought she might cry. With a deep sigh, she looked at me and shook her head.

“Listen, I’m sorry. I’m just exhausted,” she said. “I haven’t been able to sleep in days, my neighbors are starting to ask questions about the scary dude hanging around outside my house, and I just—I just can’t do this. I hate having a personal escort everywhere I go. My friends won’t even meet me for coffee right now because he scares the crap outta them. They all think I have some creepy stalker because I obviously can’t tell them why I have a strange man following me around.”

She was right about the assassin and a lot of things. And no, she couldn’t tell people why Gerard was following her around. But the good news—such as it was—was that I had an idea about who the assassin was and maybe, this all would come to an end sooner rather than later.

It had to be one of the Russians. And there was no reason to believe they’d go after Maggie. She was my assistant, but she knew nothing about my life in the syndicate. She didn’t mean enough to me to be a hostage. She was probably safe, but Gerard served a dual purpose—in addition to watching her back, he’d been reporting back to me on Maggie’s whereabouts. He’d even given me a brief rundown of who she’d been with and what their conversations were about, too. It was a paranoid and a dickish move, but I had to do it. I had to keep close tabs on her in case she had any doubts about remaining loyal to me.

“Fine, I’ll call off my dogs,” I said with a laugh. I motioned to Gerard, giving him permission to leave the room. “But if there are any more potential threats, you better bet I’ll be putting Gerard back on you. If not an entire army.”

Gerard nodded curtly and left the room, closing the door behind him. Maggie looked back and watched him leave, an expression of obvious relief spreading across her face. As soon as Gerard had gone and it was just the two of us alone in my office, she slumped down even further in her seat and let out a dramatic sigh of relief.

“Thank you, Aidan,” she said. “Everyone at school was starting to ask questions, and it was just getting too messy. I’ll be fine, I promise.”

“I’m sure you will be,” I said.

I might have let Gerard off-duty, but it didn’t mean no one would be watching Maggie. It just meant I’d have to be more subtle about keeping an eye on her. Besides, I knew her better than Gerard, and I could tell when she was acting weird better than he could. I knew what to look for. It might even be better if I took a more personal approach to looking out for her and keeping her close.


Chapter Eleven

Maggie

“So, what are your big plans for the weekend, Maggie?” Aidan asked as we left the office together. “Doing anything fun and exciting?”

“Studying, of course. Seems like it’s all I do sometimes. But I really need to try to finish a project. How about you?” I asked.

“Work. Always work,” he said quietly.

He locked up the office and together we walked toward the elevator. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but there was a strange tension in the air between us. Something that wasn’t normally there, which is what made it seem so pronounced. I gave my head a quick shake. Maybe because I was so tired I was imagining things. Seeing shadows that weren’t really there. Wouldn’t be the first time.

“What exciting lives we lead,” I joked.

I shot a look over at Aidan and smiled, hoping to see him smile back at me. Since the incident—as I’d come to call it—he’d been more serious than normal. A little more aloof. Standoffish. It kind of felt like he was isolating and steeling himself against everyone else. It hurt to see my boss so distant and cool, especially since we typically could joke around and converse like two old friends.

But lately, it felt a lot less friendly. And that bothered me. A lot.

“Oh, what I wouldn’t give for boring sometimes,” he muttered under his breath so low, I almost couldn’t make out what he’d said.

“Boring is overrated,” I said.

The elevator doors opened, and we entered in silence. Aidan was looking down, typing away on his cell phone as I stared at the floor numbers, counting down along with it. Things had never been awkward between the two of us, but here we were and it was awkward as hell.

When we reached the garage level, Aidan let me step off first. I, of course, turned and waited for him to join me. He gave me a small nod as he stepped out of the elevator, and I fell into step beside him. As we usually did, we arrived at my car first. As I leaned against my Prius, I smiled at Aidan and tried to look as cute as could be. Tried to do something, anything, to get his attention. Or at least get him to crack a damn smile.

“Well, whatever you do this weekend, don’t work too hard,” I said. “Have some fun, Aidan. Relax a little bit maybe? I think you need it. And you definitely deserve it.”

“Aye, you’re one to talk, Mags,” he said. And for a split second, there was a glimpse of the old Aidan in there. But that small glimpse was quickly wiped away and replaced with what was now becoming the regular, more serious expression on his face, and it broke my heart. “See you on Monday.”

“See ya,” I said.

I unlocked my car and relished the feeling of not having a security goon tripping over me. It was nice to be back in my car, without having to look in my rearview mirror to see what my shadow was driving today. It was also nice to know I wasn’t being followed or having to watch every little thing I did or said.

I smiled and started my car and pulled out of the garage, heading toward home. I waved and gave my horn a slight beep as I passed Aidan, who was getting into his black BMW.

I had a feeling I’d see him before Monday—or rather, he’d be seeing me. I knew him well enough to know he wasn’t going to leave me alone—not after what happened and what I’d seen. I liked to think Aidan trusted me, and perhaps he did. But I also knew he was a cautious man. I hoped that after all of this, he didn’t have to have eyes on me all the time. Or that he’d never question what I might do or say to somebody else. Perhaps if I proved my loyalty, he’d let me inside that head of his—after I’d proven that could handle it.

But then again, maybe it was all just the dream of a naive girl with a crush. Either way, I hoped this would bring us closer together. Yeah, sue me. I was using a dead man to get closer to the man I cared for. It was horrible, and I knew it, but people had done worse. And it wasn’t like the guy who died was a good person, right? He was there in that office for the sole purpose of killing Aidan, after all. And even though Aidan had plenty of flaws of his own, he wasn’t a bad guy. He’d been born into a crime family, but he was one of the good guys. He wore the white hat and wore it well.

But either way, hopefully, he could see my loyalty to him trumped everything else—including my career and potentially, my own freedom. If that wasn’t enough to win him over, then nothing would, and it’d be time to move on. But I wouldn’t go down without a fight.

I was going to show him I could be everything he wanted.

***

Gerard had installed security cameras out front and around the outside of my duplex. For his own use, of course. He’d said it helped him keep an eye on my property to ensure nobody could sneak up on us. The cameras were still up and Aidan assured me they’d remain on, just in case. Better safe than sorry, he’d said. He’d also told me I could also access these cameras myself from my home computer, to check on anything outside as needed.

He gave me directions on how to set it up, but honestly, it was the last thing on my mind. I wasn’t concerned about anyone coming after me. I was a nobody and didn’t warrant the attention from a paid assassin.

I relished being home and not hearing footsteps outside my window. Enjoyed the sensation of being truly alone for the first time in days. It was a wonderful feeling. But as I was sitting in bed and binge-watching Netflix, my phone buzzed, making me jump.

It was a text from Aidan.

Did you link your laptop to the cameras?

I texted him back a simple, “Not yet” and tossed the phone on the side table, turning back to Sons of Anarchy.

My phone rang.

“Yes, boss?” I said with a laugh.

“Why haven’t you set everything up yet?” he asked, without so much as saying hello.

I sighed. “Because I’ve been busy.”

The pint of ice cream and my Netflix stream might say otherwise, but Aidan didn’t need to know that.

“Feckin’ aye, Mags,” he said. “Let me walk you through it now.”

With a sigh, I leaned over and picked up my laptop from the bedside table. I paused the TV, not wanting Aidan to hear the roar of the Harley’s. Talk about a guilty pleasure. He’d never let me live it down if he knew I binge-watched Jax Teller. There was only so much work and studying a person could do before they broke, and I was almost there. Sometimes I needed to stuff my brain with fantasies, get out of reality—which was what I was doing.

“Fine, my laptop is on,” I said. “What do you need me to do?”

He walked me through the process of giving him access to my computer, so he could set it up for me remotely. I let him have his way with my laptop, keeping up with Sons on TV via closed captioning as he linked the cameras to my laptop and did whatever else he had to do. I wasn’t really paying attention and honestly didn’t care about the cameras. I doubted that I’d ever access them.

“Okay, you’re set up,” he said, interrupting my show. “Look at the screen, Maggie, and watch what I’m doing.”

“I am looking,” I lied. “Do whatever you need to do.”

“No you’re not,” he said. “I can always tell when you lie to me. Turn off the TV and let’s do this together.”

A chill slid down my spine as I thought about what he’d said. How did he know I was lying? The TV was muted. There is no way he could’ve known I wasn’t looking at my laptop. And how did he know whenever I lied to him? Was he that good? Or was I that obvious? I flipped off the TV and turned my attention to the laptop screen, as commanded.

“Aye aye, cap’n,” I said. “My eyes are glued to the computer screen.”

I looked around, half expecting to see Aidan’s reflection in my patio door, watching me with a mischievous grin plastered to his face. But no, my curtains were drawn completely shut. No way anyone could be looking in on me.

“How did you—”

“I can read a person’s voice, Maggie. I knew you were distracted, and I assumed you were watching TV. It’s part of my job and what I’m trained to do. And I’m very good at my job, as you well know.”

I nodded to myself. That made sense. I was simply being paranoid. But after the last few days I’d had, I could hardly be blamed.

“Ahh okay, you creeped me out for a second,” I said.

“Thought I was spying on you or something?” He laughed.

I faked a laugh, but the idea that maybe I wasn’t as alone as I thought I was still put me on edge. But Aidan was already on to explaining how to check the cameras, so I figured I better listen.

“What about these cameras here?” I asked. I clicked on them, and instantly I saw the sidewalk in front of my house along with my front entryway. “Holy cow. That’s cool.”

I went through and clicked on all of them, seeing the outside of my place from all directions. There was even lighting installed in the back that hadn’t been there before, making it so that I could see as clearly at night as I could in broad daylight.

“Wow, Aidan. Thank you so much. I feel safer already,” I said. “I really do.”

I meant the thanks I gave him. After all, he didn’t have to go through the trouble or the cost of having cameras installed all over my place. And yet, he had. I didn’t think I needed all of this hardware and security equipment, but he seemed to think I did. I wasn’t going to argue with him. I was pretty appreciative of his need to protect me and all. It made me feel like he cared.

“Good,” he said. “If you see anyone suspicious, give me a call. I’ll be right over.”

Give him a call. Not the cops. Him. Not that I was surprised by that. I knew getting the police involved in his affairs could make things incredibly awkward and uncomfortable. Especially given the fact that there was a dead man in the mix and all. A dead man who had never been reported to the police to begin with.

“Will do,” I said as I yawned.

“Tired?” he asked.

“Very. I have a boss who can’t leave me be. He even calls me up on Friday night. Geeze, what a control freak, huh?”

I was teasing, and it brought out a laugh from Aidan. It sounded good to hear him talking like his old self again.

“Well, get some sleep then,” he said. “And don’t forget, there are alarms you can turn on and off from your computer as well. I’ve switched them on for tonight, it’ll alert both of us if anyone tries to get into your house while you sleep.”

It almost felt like sleeping inside Fort Knox—which amused me to no end. There really wasn’t anything all that valuable inside my house that needed that level of security. Except me, of course. Or at least, Aidan was making me feel like I had more value than gold with his concern about my well-being. I shook my head and smiled to myself.

“Goodnight, Aidan. I’m sure everything will be just fine.”

“Aye, I know it will, Mags,” he said. “Goodnight.”


Chapter Twelve

Aidan

I wanted to feel guilty for lying to her. Wanted to—but didn’t. While I stared at my computer screen and watched her, I told myself it was for her own good. I wasn’t doing this just for me. It wasn’t because I was worried about her turning me in and my own paranoia. I was doing all of this for her. To keep her safe.

On my screen, I watched Maggie shut her computer and set it down on the nightstand next to her bed. I watched as she unmuted the television and focused on it again—which made me cringe. I didn’t want to listen to the show she was watching, so I muted it on my end. She was settled in for the night, and I didn’t want to be a creeper, so I minimized the screen with her on it. It was enough for me to know at the moment, she was safe.

After she’d given me access to her computer, I searched her browser history just in case she was trying to find a way to blackmail me. Not that I thought she would—I liked to think better of her than all that. A quick scan of her recent searches—all were related to principles of law, old cases, and were obviously for her schoolwork. I closed my computer and decided to get some sleep myself.

In the back of my mind, there was a nagging sense that I was invading her privacy—and I was—I just didn’t feel bad about doing it. That’s what ate at me. This was Mags, after all. In the years we’d been together, she’d never given me a reason to doubt her loyalty. Never given me a reason to not trust her. I told myself that I probably wouldn’t utilize these tools too often. I wouldn’t be that big of an asshole. I’d only use them in the event that she set off warning bells in my head and in that case, I could check in on her.

I told myself that I wouldn’t watch her while she was showering or changing because I wasn’t like that. Did that make it any less creepy? No. Even though having the cameras installed at all—without Maggie’s knowledge—was a bit creepy in and of itself. There was no way in hell that she’d have let me set them up if I had told her. And like I said, I’d installed them not just to ease my own paranoia, but for her own safety and welfare, too. I could make sure she was safe and that whoever was after me didn’t go after her.

Damn! Mags! If only you hadn’t walked into the office when you did. If only her classes hadn’t been canceled that day. If only a million other things—then we could pretend like none of this had ever happened. I wouldn’t have to watch out for her or spy on her. But since she did walk in on a dead body, she knew too much and had left me little choice. Most of my men would argue that killing her would be the safest route and one we should take just to be sure. Some were probably already seething that I’d put everyone at risk by letting her live. But they had to trust me. And I trusted her. Much to their chagrin—my word was law.

***

I walked into the Golden Shamrock around noon on Saturday, just as Dave was preparing for another rowdy Saturday night. I found him polishing glasses and refilling the bar’s fridge with beer. He gave me a nod and set a cold pint of Guinness on the end of the bar as soon as I stepped foot in the door.

“Any word on the Russians?” I asked him, taking a long pull off the dark beer from the glass.

“Nothin’ yet,” Dave said. He cracked open a beer for himself and leaned against the bar. “But one of the guys I know says his sister is involved with one of those pricks, so I have some feelers out there. I’m just waiting for a few things to fall into place.”

“And you trust this guy?”

“With my life,” Dave said. “We served together in Iraq. Family name is Russian, but he’s a Heinz 57 mutt if I ever saw one. His sister is some pretty blonde, which is probably why the Russians like her so much.”

I wasn’t sure this was good enough to go on. As much as I trusted Dave—and I did—I couldn’t be sure his friend had the right connections we needed to get the answers I needed.

“Can I ask ya something, Aidan?” Dave asked, leaning in closer to me. “Just man-to-man?”

“What’s on your mind?”

“That girl, the one who works in your office? Maggie, I think her name is?”

“Yeah, what about her?” I asked, suddenly feeling on edge and a little defensive.

“You in love with her or some shite?”

His question took me by surprise, and I wasn’t sure how to respond to it.

“Why would you ask me that?” was about all I could muster.

“Some of the guys are talking and wondering why you didn’t get rid of her after she walked in on you. I mean, she’s a witness and all. She’s not part of the syndicate and knows more than she should. So I was thinking maybe there was something going on between the two of ya. Somethin’ that kept ya from making her disappear. Bryan said she’s a nice piece of ass—”

I felt a spike of anger shoot through me. “Bryan’s an arsehole. And ya shouldn’t talk about Maggie like that,” I snapped and then took a breath and added, “Please.”

“So—ya do love her then?” A smile slowly crept across his face.

“Not your business, mate.”

“Aye. Be careful with that,” Dave said, stepping away to continue restocking the beer cooler. “Caring for people and protecting them—especially living the life we do—can put you in a world of hurt in a hurry. Not to sound cold, but look what it did to your brother, Flynn.”

My ears perked up at the mention of my brother. “What do you mean?”

“Oh, nothin’ much. Just that sometimes he let Colin walk all over him,” he said. “Let him get away with some stupid shite. And we all know how that turned out.”

Colin. My cousin. Now there was a name I hadn’t thought about in a while. I couldn’t say I really cared for the guy. He always gave me a wrong vibe. As a result, he and I were never especially close. Not like he and Flynn were, at least. Growing up, I was always the odd one out. They would do their thing while I did mine, and that was fine by me. I knew they shared a close bond—probably closer than even Flynn and me—but maybe old Dave was on to something there.

Dave had triggered an idea in my head. Something that was worth looking into a little deeper. I thought maybe I’d put Jason on the case. Have him look into Colin more closely. Maybe there were some answers there, something that might help my brother’s case. Maybe even something that would help me answer some of my own lingering questions.

“The wheels are turnin’ in that head of yours, Aidan. I can see ‘em workin’,” Dave said. “Need to bounce anything off me?”

“Just see what you can find out about the Russians,” I said, standing up to leave. “But don’t be too obvious. Just see if anyone had mentioned us, perhaps someone overheard something, somewhere. Any detail, no matter how big or small. Put the feelers out.”

“Aye.”

I should have been thinking about the Russians, but after the conversation at the pub, my mind went back to Colin. Despite a few objections from me, Flynn had always put so much faith in him. I always trusted my older brother and his ability to read people, but maybe he was too close to Colin to be able to see it. Maybe he was so close, he couldn’t see the danger staring him in the face. I was going to look into it and find out for myself.

As soon as I got out to my car, I called Jason. And just as he usually did, he picked up the call after the first ring.

“Aidan, how are you?” he asked.

“Good, good, thanks,” I said. “Hey, think you can you do me a favor, lad?”

“If it’s within my power and control, absolutely,” he said.

I told him everything I knew about Colin, which, admittedly wasn’t much. I thought if I could somehow link him to betraying my brother, well, it would only be a matter of time before I could prove Flynn’s innocence and I’d be one step closer toward getting my brother back.

And ultimately, getting my own life back as well.


Chapter Thirteen

Maggie

I kept looking out my window, expecting to see Aidan or one of his thugs sitting outside of my house watching me. I knew there was no way he’d not keep an eye on things—things, meaning me. I didn’t think his idea of keeping an eye on things meant watching just the exterior of my house either. If there was one thing I knew about him, it was that he was always thorough. Call me paranoid, but I knew I was being watched inside my home. I wasn’t entirely free from Aidan’s protective—and slightly paranoid—gaze. Belatedly, I realized he’d given in and called his robot off a little too quickly. Or maybe I was a little cynical and knew the way men like Aidan operated.

He trusted me, yes. But that trust was finite, and I knew something about him that could take him and his family down. Something that could unravel their entire operation. Which meant it wasn’t just Aidan I had to worry about. His mobsters also knew I’d been there and witnessed everything. They probably perceived me to be a threat. Hell, I knew they did. How could they not? I just hoped Aidan’s word was enough to keep them from killing me.

Stepping out of the bathroom in nothing but my bra and panties, I walked through my house looking for some kind of device. I figured if he was watching me in here, there had to be a camera somewhere. I poked and prodded all the places I’d put a recording device, but he was a professional, so I was sure they were all very well hidden.

I should give him a show. That’ll teach him to spy on me!

And hell, if I could somehow convince him to be more than friends with me because of my little experiment, all the better. Not that I counted on it, but a girl could dream. At the very least, I could let him see me in an entirely new light. Maybe get him thinking of me not just as a sexless worker drone but as a sexual being. An object of desire and lust.

Yeah, I could handle the idea of Aidan looking at me like he wanted to bend me over his desk. And the idea of him touching himself while he was thinking about me? It was enough to make me wet on the spot.

I plopped down in front of my TV as casually as I could while looking like some type of lingerie model in my Victoria’s Secret bra and panty set. It most definitely wasn’t something I’d normally wear for an evening of Netflix, but I had to admit it felt nice to wear something sexy even if it was just for me.

I thought back and didn’t think I’d worn lingerie since I’d left my ex, and that was years ago, back when I was still an undergrad. Not that my ex deserved any of this, all things considered. That cheating son of a bitch.

Thinking about my ex reminded me of how long it had been since I’d been with a man. Way too long. School, work, and more school just got in the way of anything remotely resembling a social life. Forget trying to have an intimate life, too. My time as an undergrad had been little more than studying and tests. And eventually, I’d fallen head over heels for Aidan O’Brien. And since then, I knew that no other man would do for me. Even though I’d gone on a few dates since meeting him, I realized that I kept comparing them to Aidan. The one time I’d actually slept with one of them, yeah, who was I thinking about?

Aidan.

I hated that he did this to me. And I hated that I did it to the guys who took me out. It wasn’t fair to them—in fact, it was kind of cruel. I hated that I couldn’t keep my mind off Aidan regardless of who I was with. I was a grown-ass woman, not some obsessed teenager. I shouldn’t have desired him as much as I did. But truth be told, I desired him with every fiber of my being, and even though I tried to shut my brain down by distracting myself with some TV again, I kept thinking about Aidan.

And knowing that he might be watching me—and the fact that I’d worn sexy underwear just in case he was—didn’t help keep those thoughts at bay in the least.


Chapter Fourteen

Aidan

I wanted to do a quick drive by Maggie’s place to check on her. Surprisingly enough, I’d found that I checked on her less than I thought I would. And my reasons were less about not trusting her and more that I just wanted to make sure she was okay. I would have figured it would have been the other way around.

But she was always in the back of my mind now. It seemed like barely a minute would pass without a thought about Maggie. And naturally, I worried about her. Especially with all the shite going on lately.

Sure, I knew I could call or text, but I found myself wanting to see her, so rationalized it in my mind, saying it wasn’t too far away. It was on the way home, so it wasn’t like I was going out of my way or anything.

I parked on the curb right outside her house and was surprised to see her blinds wide open. From where I was on the street, I could see inside her living room, clear as day. And if I could, that obviously meant that others could, too—others with less savory, far more dangerous motives than my own.

I was ready to knock on the door and tell her to be more careful when she stood up and walked into the kitchen. And I stopped moving. Hell, I was almost sure I’d even stopped breathing.

Through the open window, I could see that she wasn’t wearing anything but her bra and panties. My jaw nearly hit the ground, and I was quite sure my eyes were bulging out as I stared. I could make out the line of her cleavage. Damn! I noticed just how beautiful and ample her breasts were. How soft and inviting they had to be. But as she stood there, framed within her kitchen window, my cock twitched. I mentally scolded myself, though I still couldn’t tear my eyes away.

“Stop that,” I hissed, as if my cock could hear me. “It’s Maggie for fuck’s sake.”

But my cock didn’t listen to logic. All it knew was there was an incredibly sexy, half-naked woman in my periphery, and it wanted her.

Maggie seemed to be dancing now as she shuffled back into the living room. I couldn’t hear any music, so she must have been dancing to a rhythm only she could hear. I had to admit, I was enjoying the hell out of it. Her hips moved in circles as she danced like she was at a club. Granted, she was dancing around in her own house wearing nothing but a skimpy bra and some panties, but she was doing it in front of an open window for me and all the world to see.

And I didn’t know how I felt about that.

Thanks be to God her street was quiet and empty. There wasn’t a soul to be seen, and it was a decent enough neighborhood that I doubted it was overrun with Peeping Toms. I looked around and saw that there was nobody out and about who would be able to catch a glimpse of her. Even if there were, though, judging by the looks of it, Maggie didn’t seem to care either way. If she was worried about someone seeing her, it didn’t show. She pranced around without a care in the world.

I could almost hear the beat in my head as I watched her twist and turn. She laughed to herself as if her living room was a stage and she was the top performer. It was the strangest—yet, one of the most erotic—things I’d ever witnessed.

I had to adjust my position while I continued to watch, my erection starting to hurt as it pressed against my pants. I tried to convince myself to leave because obviously, she was all right, but I couldn’t bring myself to head to my car. I felt like the world’s biggest pervert. And yet, even feeling that way, I couldn’t stop watching her through that open goddamn window. It was hypnotic. Intoxicating. And downright sexy as hell.

Maggie pulled the tie out of her hair and let it spill down over her shoulders. She threw her head this way and that, her hair flying all around as she really got into her dancing. Her blonde hair was almost always pulled back at work, and I had no idea how long it was until that moment as it cascaded over her shoulders and—regretfully—covered those perky breasts of hers.

Heat rushed to my cheeks as I started fantasizing about her in ways I’d never thought about before. My breath quickened as I continued to stare as if this was my own private show. I imagined sitting on the couch with Maggie wearing her lingerie, dancing and grinding right in front of me. I licked my suddenly dry lips as I thought about having her straddle me as she writhed to the beat of the music, giving me a personal lap dance. A small groan escaped me as I thought about hearing her gasp and then seeing her smile as she felt just how hard her erotic dancing had made me.

The ache in my balls was becoming too much, and the guilt of watching her without her knowledge or permission was starting to weigh heavily on me. I forced myself to walk away and went back to my car.

I started my car and pulled away from the parking space. But I couldn’t leave without giving her one last look. As I did, though, I thought my heart was going to stop in my chest. I swear she saw me. She’d stopped dancing and was looking out the window—right at me.

My heart raced as I drove away as quickly as I dared to avoid being noticed. I hoped in the dark, from where she was, she wouldn’t be able to make out my car. My windows were tinted completely black, there was no way she could tell it was me with absolute certainty.

Either way, working with her the next day was sure to be awkward.

***

I got home and jumped in the shower, eager to relieve the pressure building up in my nut sack. I tried to think of anyone but her as I jerked off—lingerie models, old girlfriends, anybody—but my mind inevitably kept going back to the way she’d moved those hips in that sultry way, her tits, and that luscious blonde hair.

I shook my head, wondering how—after all these years—I’d never seen her sex appeal before? How could I have been so blind all this time? It was there, staring me in the face, day in and day out, and yet I’d walked through the office with blinders on. What the hell had I been thinking?

As I stroked my cock, I imagined Maggie’s lips wrapped around my shaft. I pictured myself staring down into those big baby blue eyes as she sucked me off. I imagined her wearing that tiny little bra, her luscious, perfect tits a stunning backdrop to the mind-blowing blowjob she was giving me. I jerked my cock harder, gripped it tighter as I imagined her working my dick with her hand and that warm, sweet mouth. It wasn’t long before it all became too much for me to bear, and I imagined the feeling of shooting my seed into her mouth, filling her up, and having my come slowly roll down her chin and drip down right between her beautiful tits.

God, I felt so dirty, but it felt amazing at the same time. I came quickly, shooting my load all over the shower wall, and it was such a relief. My breath was shallow and ragged, but it had gotten the job done. After I’d finished in the shower, I’d be able to think more clearly. Surely, my jerk-off session had to be a one-time incident. I couldn’t let it be anything else. It was Mags. I couldn’t let myself cross that line. Nor would I let her. I couldn’t take advantage of her like that. It wouldn’t be fair to her. And it wouldn’t be right.

I knew there was no way I could continue working with her if my mind was in the gutter. I couldn’t keep thinking about her sucking me off or straddling me as she wriggled that tight, little ass around on my crotch. No, work would be very difficult if things went in that direction, indeed.

I grabbed the towel and just as I started to dry off, my phone rang. Still wiping the water off me, I rushed to answer it. Speak of the devil and the devil shall appear. I sighed and shook my head.

It was Maggie.

“Mags?”

“Hey you,” she said with a flirty laugh. “Becoming a Peeping Tom or something?”

I cleared my throat and tried to hide the nervous tremor. I’d been busted. “What do you mean?”

She favored me with that flirty little laugh again and despite myself, I felt that familiar stirring deep down in my groin. I rolled my eyes and tried to think of anything—statistics from last night’s baseball game, opening arguments for a current case—anything that would quench that fire down below.

“Was I imagining things,” she started, “or was that your car sitting outside my house a little while ago?”

“Must have been someone else’s car,” I said quickly and then cringed, realizing I’d spoken too quickly—a sure tell. “I’ve been home all evening.”

“Oh yeah?” I could hear the amusement in her voice, almost like she was playing a game with me. “Huh. I would have sworn it was you. It certainly looked like your car, but I guess not. Hope you have a good night, Aidan.”

“You, too,” I said quietly. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. I just thought it was you. See you tomorrow,” she said.

She hung up before I could answer her, but I felt my cheeks burning. She knew I’d been outside peeking in at her. She was simply taunting me. Or was I just being paranoid?

Hard to tell. At one time, I thought I knew Maggie about as well as you could know a person. But I was learning that I had apparently only scratched the surface. Apparently, there was a whole hell of a lot about Mags that I didn’t know. And this new side to her was not only a surprise, but it was incredibly sexy.

And dangerous.

But I had to face facts—I lived a dangerous life. A dangerous life that I wouldn’t wish on anybody. Least of all somebody who didn’t know precisely what they were signing up for. And while Mags might think she could handle it, the truth was, she too had only scratched the surface.


Chapter Fifteen

Maggie

I hung up the phone and smiled to myself. He was so cute when he lied, especially when he was so awkward about it. Aidan O’Brien was never awkward, he always carried himself with poise and confidence, no matter what the situation was or how weird it got. It was one thing that had always impressed me about him—he was always composed and as cool as the proverbial cucumber.

Until now.

But with me, well, he was obviously uncomfortable. And not only was that a brand new thing—it was a first. I found it adorable and made him that much more irresistible. I actually flustered Aidan O’Brien.

Knowing I had the power to do that to him was hot as hell. Knowing I could bring him to his knees, both in and out of the bedroom, turned me on and had my head spinning. It was a heady, powerful feeling—one I could relish in.

As I lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling while thoughts of Aidan ran rampantly through my mind, I noticed a light reflecting off the air conditioning vent. There was something hidden in that vent—a camera?

With a knowing smile and a wink, I decided to give him something to look at. Not that he hadn’t already gotten a hell of a show earlier—because no matter what he said, I knew, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that he’d been parked outside, watching me through the window.

Making sure to avoid staring right into the camera, I proceeded to undress, starting by unhooking my bra and letting it fall to the bed. Next, I slipped my panties off and tossed them into the basket in the corner.

I’d turned the heat on just so I could sleep naked and not be hindered by heavy, cumbersome blankets. You know, just in case Aidan decided to check in on me again. I wanted him to have something nice to look at.

For years, I’d wanted to catch his attention. I wanted him to see me as more than just an employee. I’d wanted him to see me as a grown woman with a sexual need who wanted to fuck his brains out.

So, with him in mind, I’d decided before completely turning in for the night, I needed to take care of a little business on my own. Since I was already dripping wet and filled with a burning need, I reached over and pulled my vibrator out of the bedside drawer. I turned it on and delighted in the buzzing sound as I lowered it to my most intimate parts.

Closing my eyes, I bit my bottom lip and thought about Aidan. Thought about how badly I wanted him inside of me. I rubbed the vibrator over my clit, imagining his tongue licking me, tasting me. I rubbed it harder against my clit, imagining his tongue and fingers inside of me, plunging deep into my tight, wet pussy.

My body bucked upward as I groaned, whimpering Aidan’s name to myself. I slipped the vibrator between my lips and then deep inside of me, gasping as it filled me up. I was sure Aidan’s cock had to be huge. I could tell the way his pants hugged his muscular ass and thighs. The man was pure sex in a three-piece suit.

I slipped the toy in and out of me with ease, my juices making it slick, as slight mewls of lust fell from my lips. I fucked myself harder and faster with my toy—hoping Aidan was watching me—twisting the hardened peak of my nipple between my finger and thumb. The image of him jerking off to a video of me caused my pussy to spasm around the toy. The taboo of voyeurism made my skin flush with heat as sweat beaded in the valley between my breasts, and I yearned for Aidan’s touch more with the thought. It wouldn’t be long, not with all the sexy fantasies in my head.

I quickened my pace, eager to lose control. My body tightened, and I was writhing on the bed, groaning in pleasure as I imagined climaxing around Aidan’s cock. Imagined him kissing me as he drove his cock deep inside of me again and again. Imagined his body quaking and trembling as he shot his load deep inside of me.

“Aidan! Fuck, Aidan!” I cried, coming undone.

My breathing finally slowed as did my heart rate. Climaxes from masturbating were never as good as the real thing—not even close. But it would have to do. I put my vibrator away, curling into myself in bed and wishing I had a warm body to curl up next to instead of just a pillow.

Maybe one day, I thought to myself as I drifted off to sleep. Maybe not Aidan, but someone special, right? Someday I’d find someone to fill not only my pussy, but my bed, and hopefully, my heart.

And if I were being truthful with myself, I was really, really hoping it would be Aidan.

***

Popping my head into Aidan’s office with a Starbucks in hand, I smiled. He looked startled when I appeared, his eyes growing a bit wide. But Aidan being Aidan, managed to put himself and his emotions in check. He looked at me with a neutral expression, though, I could see the tightness around his eyes and the corners of his mouth. He was nervous—which made me giggle on the inside.

“Morning, boss,” I said. “Thought you might need some coffee on this dreary Monday morning.”

“Someone sure is chipper today,” he mumbled, trying to hide the grin spreading across his face. “Thanks, Mags. I appreciate it.”

“Why wouldn’t I be chipper?” I said, putting his coffee down on his desk. “I get to come in to work at a place I love, working for a boss I admire—”

He side-eyed me.

Crinkling my nose at him, I smiled and asked, “A little bit over the top?”

“Aye. Just a bit,” he said.

“Face it, Aidan,” I said, retreating from his office with a laugh and giving my ass an intentional and pronounced swish as I did so, “you love it. You can’t deny that you eat up the flattery. Like every other human on this planet, you too, have an ego—one that enjoys a good stroking now and then.”

I could hear him laughing in his office, he was amused by my antics. That wasn’t new. But what was new? The color in his cheeks and the way he watched my ass as I walked from the room. Oh, I could feel it all right. He was burning holes in my ass, he was staring so intently. And I loved it.

I could tell he didn’t get much sleep the night before, and I wondered if my little show had kept him up. Had he even seen it? I hoped so. But something told me that if he had, things in the office would be a lot more awkward than they were.

It certainly wasn’t the type of thing I’d bring up, however. That was not a conversation suitable for the office—even I had enough tact to know that. So, I sat down at my desk, sipped my latte, and turned my computer on. I had classes later that day, so I needed to get caught up on e-mails and everything else that needed doing before lunch. Mondays were usually pretty hectic for me for that reason—all the stuff that had piled up over the weekend and needed immediate attention.

I’d offered to work weekends just to make sure we didn’t fall behind, but Aidan always refused. He’d told me that I needed time to unplug, decompress, and get away from the stresses of work. He’d told me that I needed to get out, have fun, and enjoy life a bit. He’d told me all of that even though I knew he often worked weekends, holidays, and every other day for that matter.

Which explained why Aidan never had a longtime girlfriend. He was obviously too busy to date. As was I. Which was why it might work out between us—neither one of us was too needy of the other’s time and attention. We understood that we each had busy schedules and that sometimes, we had to work before we played.

But then, that was me off in fantasyland again, a place where Aidan realized what a catch I was and moved heaven and earth to sweep me off my feet and make me his. I sighed.

If only.

As I waited for my computer to start up, I checked my school e-mail on my phone. My afternoon meeting with my group was postponed, but they needed someone to stop by and pick up some supplies ahead of time. And since I was lucky enough to have a lenient boss who already gave me permission to leave after lunch, I became the lucky volunteer.

“Hey, Aidan,” I said, calling to him from my desk. “Would you mind if I left a little earlier than normal today? I apparently need to pick up some stuff for a class.”

“Sure, no problem,” came the response I expected.

“You’re the best,” I said.

“Tell me something I don’t know,” he called back, drawing a laugh from me.

God, I loved that man.


Chapter Sixteen

Aidan

I wouldn’t call what I was doing stalking—okay, maybe I would. Certainly, the law would call it that. But I had my reasons for doing what I was doing. A meeting ended early, and I realized I should probably check up on Maggie’s whereabouts since she was doing something out of the norm for her. So yeah, I followed her. Shoot me.

It was as much to protect her as it was to protect me. With everything that had happened—with everything she’d seen—and a growing sentiment among some of the brothers that we keep her quiet permanently, I needed to be sure that I had nothing to worry about. That she had nothing to worry about.

If my attacker didn’t go after her, we were good. If she didn’t make any sudden, unscheduled pit stops into the police station, we were good. I was only taking necessary measures to ensure her—as well as my own—safety.

Her work phone had tracking on it, so I followed that. I kept my distance but followed her nonetheless. First stop, Target. Yeah. Really fucking exciting life. Following my assistant as she ran her daily errands wasn’t high on my list of things to be doing. I didn’t have time for this shite, and I knew that I needed to come to some decisions pretty damn quick.

If I didn’t trust her, I needed to do something about it. If I did trust her, I needed to stop following her around like I didn’t trust her. It should be simple enough, but I was still there, sitting in the goddamn Target parking lot, watching for her to come out of the store and get on the bus—just so I could follow the damn bus.

Oooh what’s next, I wondered to myself. Maybe a trip to Wal-Mart was in my future. Or maybe we’d get really crazy and stop by Whole Foods. Maggie came out of the store carrying a bag and walked over to the bus stop. A few minutes later, a bus arrived and off we went. Following her when she was riding public transport was tricky, since I never knew exactly where she was getting off. I had to follow behind the bus and scan the crowds as they got off, hoping I’d be able to pick her out.

Luckily, she was the only person to get off when we stopped outside a shopping center. I pulled into the lot quickly and followed her, taking caution to avoid being seen. I watched her walk along the row of shops, gazing in the windows as she passed. When I saw where she’d gone, I groaned—Victoria’s Secret. Great. With a big sigh, I pulled into a spot that allowed me to see the front of the store and parked.

If feeling like a creepy stalker wasn’t bad enough, I could now add first class perv to my resume. Last night, watching her dance in her underwear and today, picking out a new pair. The very idea of Maggie in her panties caused a stirring in my pants.

“Don’t you dare,” I said, scolding my own body. “We’re done with that shite. I’m not fucking around. Stop it.”

My phone rang as I was sitting there—talking to my dick like an idiot—waiting for Maggie to come out with a bag containing her new panties.

And when I looked at the display on my phone, I rolled my eyes. It was, of course, Maggie. Because, why wouldn’t it be?

“Hey Mags,” I said, trying to play it cool and like I wasn’t sitting across from her lingerie shop watching her. “What’s up?”

“Oh, nothing much,” she said. “I just had a question for you. Are you at the office?”

“Yes, I am,” I said, lying through my teeth. “What do you need?”

“Can you look up something for me? It’s for my class,” she said. “I’d really appreciate it.”

“Sure thing,” I said, turning my phone on speaker so I could access the web browser without hanging up. “What is it?”

Silence.

“Maggie? You there?”

“I’m here,” she said.

I was startled by a knock on the window, and with my heart racing, I looked up to find Maggie smiling wide and waving at me from outside my car. I was caught. Red feckin’ handed.

I unlocked the door, and she slid into the passenger seat of my car with a knowing grin on her face.

“I didn’t know the office moved,” she said. “Or that we were now suddenly a mobile office.”

“I can explain—”

“I’m sure you can,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “And I’m sure it’s a damn good lie, too. But let’s be honest here, Aidan. I know you’ve been keeping an eye on me. And I think I know why, too. Did you really think I dance around in my undies just for myself?”

That settled it. She had seen me outside of her house last night. I didn’t think I was getting out of it, but I was going to try one last Hail Mary by at least pretending to be clueless about it all.

“I have no—”

“Oh, Aidan,” she said, tsking at me. “Don’t lie to me. Again.”

Her big, blue eyes stared at me from beneath those long lashes. They burned with an intensity I didn’t think I’d ever noticed before. She smiled with perfectly pink lips that just begged to be kissed. I had to fight the urge to lean over and do just that—it was a struggle, but I somehow managed to maintain my composure.

Others had told me my assistant was hot, but I’d never allowed myself to look at her that way. She was my assistant and our relationship was professional. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a tight bun that while pretty and professional, simply reminded me of how beautiful it looked as it flowed over her shoulders. And of course, thinking about her shoulders led me to thoughts of her breasts and that perfect, tight little body that I’d seen dancing around her place.

Without even thinking about it, I reached behind her and pulled the pins from her hair. Her eyes grew wide as the hair fell over her shoulders, but she didn’t stop me.

Since she’d already caught me in a lie, I figured that I might as well use it to my advantage if I could. And while I appreciated the smart, professional hairstyle, letting it flow naturally over her body just added layer upon layer of sexiness to her.

“Sorry, I think your hair looks better down,” I said with a shrug.

Her grin grew wider and her eyes smoldered, which set off another stirring in my groin. But rather than talk to my cock in front of her, I tried to ignore it.

“See, I knew it. I knew you saw me last night,” she purred. “So tell me, did you like what you saw, Aidan? Did you enjoy my little show?”

Her question threw me for a loop. It was one of those things that didn’t have a right or good answer and could potentially open a can of worms I wasn’t sure I was ready to open. I knew if I answered her question honestly, things in the office would get incredibly awkward.

But then, she’d busted me cold following her, knew I’d been sitting outside watching her, and probably knew I’d gone home and jerked off while thinking about her. Hell, it was going to be awkward regardless of what I said.

“Yes, I did,” I said, staring back at her. “I liked it a lot actually.”

Maggie leaned in closer to me, close enough that I felt her breath on my face. Her hand reached between my legs, surprising me as she grabbed my crotch.

“I can see that,” she whispered. “Or rather, I can feel it.”

Maggie slid over and climbed on my lap, straddling me and stared down into my eyes.

“You have no idea how long I’ve wanted you, Aidan,” she said, her voice low, husky, and full of a knowing tone that said she knew we were about to fuck.

Right there, in my car, in the fucking parking lot. I could have stopped it if I’d wanted to, but as I looked deeply into her eyes, I knew I didn’t want to. Things in the office would get weird, but we’d cross that bridge when we came to it.

Maggie stroked my cheek and lowered her lips to mine. She moved slowly, as if giving me an out, waiting for me to push pause on things. But even if I’d wanted to, I really had nowhere to go—and watching those perfect, pink lips closing in on mine, I didn’t want to go anywhere else.

My body was taking over, my mind was giving in, and I reacted. I grabbed the nape of her neck roughly and crashed my lips against hers, my tongue slipping inside of her mouth as she whimpered. She rubbed herself against me, groaning as my cock pressed hard against her warm, wet opening—just as I had fantasized she’d done the night before.

Maggie’s hands were hastily working at my pants, clumsily trying to unbutton them. I looked around the parking lot. There were quite a few cars, being mid-afternoon, that wasn’t surprising, but it made me grateful for the tinted windows. As she finally slipped my cock out of my pants, she held it in her tiny little hands, gripping it tight and stroking it as my eyes rolled back in my head.

“Jesus Christ, Maggie,” I mumbled. “And I always thought you were a good girl.”

“I am, Aidan,” she said, moving her body so she was pressing against me once more, her skirt raised up around her waist and her panties pushed to the side. “Just let me show you how good I am.”


Chapter Seventeen

Maggie

My head spun a million miles a minute, and my stomach clenched in a painful knot. I couldn’t believe it. This was really happening. I’d wanted it for years, and it was finally fucking happening.

I was on top of Aidan, his hard cock pressing against me, and he wasn’t saying no. In fact, he kissed me with fervor and intensity, and I felt the heat and passion in his body. His eyes took me in as his hands moved lower, grabbing my ass. At first, I feared he’d suddenly come to his senses and realize he was about to fuck his assistant in his car and stop the proceedings.

But no, he grabbed my ass with both hands as I held his cock, guiding it between my swollen pussy lips. He wasn’t stopping me—he was helping me. He was begging me with his eyes to take him inside of me. The tip of his cock teased my opening, taunting me. I moved my hips up, and he must’ve felt how wet and slick I was because he let out a small moan.

He pulled my hips down slightly, his cock spreading me open. I damn near came just looking at him, breathing him in and hearing his little moans. I bit my lip to hold back, I didn’t want him to stop. Hell, I wanted to fuck this man for eternity.

My hands were balled up on his chest, and I let out a screech as he pushed me up slowly, and then pulled me down hard again, his cock pounding against the deepest parts of me. Christ, it felt amazing.

“Oh God,” I muttered, getting used to the sensation of having my boss’ cock inside of me—something I’d craved for so long.

I shuddered against him, and I started to squeeze my eyes closed, but Aidan grabbed my face and pulled it close to him, kissing me long and hard as his other hand clutched my ass guiding me up and down on his big, delicious cock.

The reality that I was fucking my boss settled around me, and I moaned out loud. Sure, I might have picked a better spot than his car—maybe somewhere a little more romantic and better suited for a night of passion. But I had to admit, fucking in his car in broad daylight, in the middle of a crowded shopping center was totally fucking hot.

We were forced together, the steering wheel pressing into my ass each time I moved, but none of that mattered. Nothing mattered but having his cock buried deep inside of me.

I rode his cock, hard and fast, bouncing on top of him, moaning and groaning as we kissed. His hand stayed there on my ass, holding me in place, keeping a steady rhythm even as his breath was growing more and more ragged.

“Fuck yes,” he growled against my mouth. “You feel so fucking amazing, Maggie.”

My head fell forward onto his shoulder as I whimpered, feeling like I was ready to explode from the pleasure of having him so deeply inside of me. Aidan pushed the hair back from my face and stared up at me, smiling as I fucked him hard and fast. He was so sexy with his dark hair and dark eyes and that devious little smile that played across his lips. The one that never failed to turn me on. I stared down at him as he thrust upward, burying himself even deeper, and that was all it took.

“Oh, Aidan! Oh God,” I muttered, burying my face into his shirt to keep the screams from escaping my mouth.

It felt like the entire car was shaking as I ground my pussy against him, taking him in deeper—and maybe it was. My movements became more urgent, more desperate as I fucked him hard. If anybody were to walk by the car, they’d know exactly what was happening behind the black tinted windows.

“I’m coming, I’m fucking coming,” I managed to croak.

As if that’s what he was waiting to hear, he let out a low, animalistic groan. I knew he was exploding inside of me, filling me with his seed. And that sent me over another peak, sending wave after wave of pleasure rolling through me. I cried out louder this time, just imagining Aidan O’Brien filling me with his come was enough to send me over the edge again.

My body shaking and my breathing ragged, he held me tight against his chest as he came inside of me. I felt him, so warm and sticky, filling me up entirely.

My head fell against his shoulder, and I could hear his heart thundering in his chest. He just held me there, neither one of us saying a word, our bodies still entwined. As uncomfortable as it was in his car, pinned against his steering wheel, I was in heaven.

Absolute fucking heaven.

I slipped off of Aidan’s lap and over into the passenger seat, suddenly feeling incredibly exposed in public. I tugged my skirt down, covering myself, and felt heat blossoming in my cheeks. I couldn’t believe I’d just fucked the hell out of my boss in a public parking lot—in the middle of the day.

As if Aidan could read my mind, he said, “We should probably get out of here.”

“Yes, we probably should.”

My voice was soft, and a million thoughts and feelings were buzzing around in my head. I not only felt exposed in public—I felt exposed to Aidan. I wondered what this meant for us. If it had meant anything to him at all. If I meant anything to him. Would he regret what we’d done? Was I just another notch on his bedpost?

But this was your choice, Mags—I reminded myself. After the events of last night, I was the one who decided to bait Aidan. I knew he was leery of trusting me, but I needed him to give me the benefit of the doubt. I’d helped him cover up a man’s murder—a man who died by Aidan’s hands. I needed him to see beyond that, however. I wanted him to see that more than his assistant, in any realm of the statement, my feelings for him were genuine. And I’d do anything for him.

He didn’t look over at me as he drove out of the parking lot and back toward the office. I needed to figure out what this meant for us. I didn’t want to lose my job, so even if we couldn’t be a couple, I needed to be sure I hadn’t screwed things up. That I could remain composed and professional.

It would hurt like hell if he didn’t want anything to do with me romantically, but I’d made my bed. I was the one who pursued him. I was the one who initiated everything in the parking lot, and now I had to live with the consequences of it all.

As I looked over at him, my heart stuttered. He was so beautiful to me. He was everything I wanted in a man. He kept his eyes trained on the road before him, white knuckling the steering wheel in absolute silence.

Oh God, why wasn’t he talking to me? I suddenly felt so small and insignificant. Was I just another fuck for him? My insecurities were rising faster than the tide and were threatening to overwhelm me. I was drowning in my fears and uncertainty.

Aidan reached over and took my hand in his, shooting me a sideways glance. “We need to talk.”

“Of course,” I said, my voice coming out cracked.

I stared down at his hand holding onto mine. I was completely amazed at how little my hand looked when enveloped in his.

Talk. He wanted to talk. He gave me a half-smile, squeezing my hand, as if reassuring me that it would all be okay. But would it be? I couldn’t be sure. I hadn’t expected this surge of insecurity but like some malevolent spirit, it came roaring out of the darkness of my brain and demanded to be noticed.

Aidan pulled into the parking structure of the office and parked in his designated space. As I reached up to open the door, he clicked the locks into place, stopping me.

Shit!

He touched my chin, turning my face toward his, his eyes searching mine.

“What happened back there—” he started to say, but I cut him off.

“—Can’t happen again, I get it,” I said, my heart sinking into my stomach. “I know it was a screwed up—”

“No, Mags,” he laughed. “Stop. I was going to say that what happened back there was amazing. I didn’t expect that to happen today, but I’m glad it did.”

“Amazing?” I gulped. It had been pretty fucking amazing for me, too. But his previous silence had scared me, and now with his confession, my mind was left spiraling in confusion. “Yes, yes, it was. I just didn’t know—”

Aidan clasped his hands around my face and kissed me again, so soft and sweet as he gently stroked my cheek with his thumb.

“You know, until the other day, I had never thought of you like this,” he said. “I’d always worked hard to keep things professional between us, and never saw the beautiful woman standing there right in front of me. But now—now, I can’t stop thinking about you. I don’t want to stop thinking about you.”

Was this all some fever dream? A cruel joke? I couldn’t believe what he was saying to me—I mean, I heard what he was saying, but I couldn’t believe it. My heart thundered in my chest, and my eyes filled with tears—but they were tears of happiness.

“I can’t stop thinking about you either, Aidan. I’ve wanted you to notice me for a very long time,” I said as I tried to pull myself together and ask the question that had been in the back of my mind—and on the tip of my tongue—the entire time. “So, what does this mean, Aidan? For us, I mean.”

He sighed and gave my hand another gentle squeeze. “I don’t know, Maggie. I really don’t. All of this has taken me by surprise. If possible, I’d like to take things a bit slower for a while. But I guess we just have to wait and see,” he said, his voice softer than I’d ever heard it before. “Regardless of whatever happens here, you will always have a job by my side. No matter what. I want you beside me here as long as you want it.”

I wanted more than a job, that much was sure, and I think he knew it. But Aidan was a complicated man who had a lot going on in his personal as well as his professional life. I knew that no matter what, developing something romantic with him wasn’t going to be super easy.

I smiled. Hell, I’d already gotten more from him than I ever imagined I would. Not only did we have mind-blowing sex—in the car no less—but he’d confessed to having romantic feelings for me. So whatever else came from all of this would be a bonus.

Right?

“I agree, Aidan. Let’s take things slow and see what comes of it all.”


Chapter Eighteen

Aidan

So much for taking things slow. The next morning, I awoke with Maggie’s head resting on my bare chest. She was sleeping soundly, her breathing even and slow. She looked so peaceful asleep, so—angelic. I hated to wake her. But the alarm was about to go off, and while I was the boss and could technically not go into work today if I didn’t want to—I knew I had to go in. I had a meeting with a client first thing that I couldn’t postpone.

Normally, I wasn’t one to stay in bed until my alarm sounded, but having Maggie’s warm body nestled against mine made it so easy to want to stay in bed all day. In my ideal world, we’d wake up, have some breakfast, and have more mind-blowing sex—in an actual bed this time.

When the time came and my alarm sounded, Maggie let out a small groan. “What time is it?” she muttered. “It’s not even light outside yet.”

“It’s five-thirty,” I said and planted a soft kiss on the crown of her head.

“In the morning?” she asked.

Laughing, I wasn’t sure if she was serious or not, but I answered anyway, “Of course, in the morning,” I said. “We went to bed well after five-thirty in the evening.”

“Why the hell would you get up at the ass crack of dawn like this? Are you some sort of a masochist or something?”

“Because I have to be at work,” I said, poking her playfully in the side. “Like someone else I know. You really don’t want to be late. I hear your boss is a real dick.”

She grinned at me. “Well, he’s got a real nice dick, anyway,” she said and snuggled up closer to me. “Besides, I don’t have to be in until nine. My boss is awesome like that.”

“Well the boss has to prepare for a meeting with a really needy client at eight this morning,” I said, kissing her forehead as I tried to slide out from underneath her—as much as I hated to do that. “You can sleep in if you’d like. I’ll just be working in my office downstairs.”

Maggie groaned and tried to hold onto me, but it was no use. I was already slipping into work mode. But as I looked down at her, curled up in my blanket—naked underneath the covers—I wanted to forget about my morning meeting and climb back in bed with her. Sometimes, being the boss meant I could take time off when I wanted. But of course, it also meant there were times I couldn’t let the work fall onto someone else’s shoulders. And in this case, there was no one else to let it fall onto.

I’d set it up that way because I’d wanted the responsibility on my own. Plus, the appeal of having to answer to nobody was too great to pass up. But it also meant I had to pull up my big boy pants and get to work even when I didn’t want to. Like when there was a gorgeous, naked woman in my bed who I wanted to fuck again and again.

“Fine,” she said, playfully pouting at me, “I guess I’ll have this giant bed all to myself then.”

“I guess so,” I said with a smile.

I put on some pajama bottoms to walk from the bed to the bathroom. I could feel Maggie watching me. As much as I’d wanted to take things slow after yesterday in the car—and had made some bold proclamation to that effect—I’d ended up bringing her home with me. I still wasn’t sure why, except that I had a hard time saying goodbye at the end of the day and wanted to see more of her.

Which was dangerous. To bring anyone into my life right now was a risk—one I wasn’t sure I should take. But a risk I felt compelled to take because Maggie was entirely captivating to me.

I dropped the pajama bottoms and climbed in my giant two—or three if you were really close—person shower, turning the water on as warm as I could take it. Letting it rush over my face, I closed my eyes and tried to clear my head. The water soothed me, helped clear my mind, and allowed me to focus on the day ahead. My morning shower had always been my sanctuary, my place to prepare to tackle the day.

With the water running, washing away the tension, the bathroom door opened and pulled me from my thoughts. I stared out of the glass shower door and saw Maggie, standing there naked—and smiling.

Until that moment, I had never seen her in the light without clothes on. Last night, she’d undressed and had gotten into bed beside me, but she hadn’t actually gotten naked until after we’d had sex. During the act, she’d still been wearing her shirt and bra because we were in a hurry, and who the hell has time to stop and take off clothes when you’re that desperate to be with someone? But now, she stood before me fully exposed, and I couldn’t help but stare. She was absolutely stunning.

Her curves were more pronounced than I had originally thought them to be—her breasts perky, yet full. The roundness of her stomach and hips were distinctly female—she most definitely had curves in all the right places.

How in the hell had I never noticed how feminine, how beautiful, and how absolutely drop dead sexy she was before this? Now that she stood before me—fully in the nude—I wondered how I could have looked past her all the years she’d been by my side.

“I thought you were staying in bed?” I said, my erection growing as I looked at her, drinking her in from head to toe.

She walked toward the shower and opened the door, smiling. “I decided against it,” she said, closing the shower door behind her and wrapping her arms around me from behind. “Decided if the boss was up and getting ready, maybe I should be, too. I wouldn’t want to look like a slacker or like I was bucking for special treatment around the ol’ office, you know.”

Her lips grazed my back, sending shivers throughout my entire body. I grew longer and firmer as she pressed her body against mine from behind, nuzzling in close to me.

“Oh, Mags,” I groaned, feeling my body ache with need—even though I’d had her twice yesterday. “You’re going to make it so fucking hard to get any work done, you know?”

“I know,” she said, trailing her hands down my chest and abs, stopping right above my cock. “Now you’re going to know how it felt to be me all those years, Aidan. Looking at you, wanting you, but unable to do anything about it because of our working relationship. You’re going to learn what it is to want somebody with every fiber of your being and not always get to have them.”

“Evil, evil woman,” I laughed, turning and pressing her against the back of the shower. “But you have to remember one thing.”

“What’s that?” she asked, biting her bottom lip, a twinkle in her eye.

Pressing my torso into her, I held her there, pinned between me and the wall as I gazed down at her.

“I’m still the boss,” I growled, lifting her, and thrusting my cock deep inside her with a feral need I’d never felt before as the hot water rushed over our bodies.


Chapter Nineteen

Maggie

Aidan was right about one thing—it was going to be hard to remain focused and get any work done now that we were involved. Every time he walked past my desk, I had to resist grabbing his tight ass. And I could see the way he was looking at me—each time I leaned over to hand him something, his eyes lingered on my boobs.

No doubt, the same erotic thoughts and memories that flooded my mind whenever I looked at him, rushed through his. I couldn’t help but think about fucking him in the car or anywhere else we’d done it. And I had to imagine he was having the same problem.

I was so hot for him, even though I’d had him the night before—and yes, even this morning—but I was insatiable. I wanted him so badly, I could taste it. My panties were soaking wet, and I tried hard to focus on work, but damn, it was hard when all I wanted to do was walk into his office, hike my skirt up, pull my panties to the side as I straddled him, and fuck him right there in his chair.

I was daydreaming about riding Aidan good and hard in his office when the phone rang. Pulling myself out of my fantasy, I cleared my throat and answered it. But before I could start with my regular canned greeting, a thick Irish accent cut me off.

“I need to speak to Aidan. Now,” the caller demanded.

I rolled my eyes but knew I needed to remain professional. So, in my friendliest receptionist voice, I asked the caller, “And may I ask who’s calling?”

“Aye, it’s not your business, love,” the mystery caller snapped. “Just put him on the line.”

Red flags started waving right off the bat. Most of the brotherhood knew how to reach Aidan directly—none of them were likely to call the front office. With alarms ringing in my head, I asked the caller to hold for a second. He tried to argue with me, but I pushed the button and placed him on hold before he could speak another word.

With a sigh and an overwhelming feeling of trepidation settling over me, I walked into Aidan’s office. “There’s someone on the phone for you. He won’t give his name, but he has an Irish accent so I assume he’s one of yours.”

“One of mine?” Aidan chuckled and raised an eyebrow as he shook his head. “Probably not. All of my guys have my private number and it hasn’t gone off at all today. I haven’t even received a text message, so...”

“Huh,” I said. “You want me to get rid of him?”

“Do you mind?”

“Not at all. That’s my job,” I said with a laugh, turning to head back to my desk and giving a little extra swish of my ass for Aidan’s sake.

Sitting back down, I picked up the phone and said, “I’m sorry, Mr. O’Brien isn’t available right now, can I take a message?”

“He’s available,” the man said, his voice ice cold. “Put him on the phone. Now.”

I forced a smile on my face, hoping it would come through in my voice, but I couldn’t quite manage it. I didn’t appreciate being talked to in that manner and my smile faltered, settling into a scowl instead—a scowl that was more than evident in my tone when I spoke.

“I’m sorry, but he’s not available,” I snapped. “You can either leave a message or—”

“Love, shut your goddamn mouth a minute. I know he’s available because I’m looking right at him,” the man said. “Now put him on the goddamn phone.”

As soon as he said it, I looked around the office, my hair standing on end and a chill ran through my body. My heart stuttered and an adrenaline-fueled fear tore through me. My voice caught in my throat, and I couldn’t force myself to speak—this was the first time anyone had ever spoken to me like this.

I was completely dumbfounded and wasn’t sure what to say to him. “Please hold.”

I shot out of my chair and dashed to Aidan’s office—I couldn’t get to him fast enough. He took one look at me and stood up.

“Mags, what’s going on?”

“The man on the phone says he can see you,” I said, tension bordering on panic coloring my voice. “He said he was looking at you right now.”

Aidan did the same thing I did—he looked around the office as if there were a man hiding behind the potted plant or under the chairs, staring at him. There were large windows that faced the street, but we weren’t on the first floor. Not even close. No one could be looking in at us from the street—we were too high up. Which meant that somebody out there had to have binoculars or a camera and were likely in one of the buildings across the street from us.

Aidan didn’t ask me to transfer the call. Instead, he walked briskly out of his office and over to my desk, picking up the phone himself. He was still looking around as he held the phone to his ear, a look of concern on his face.

“Amon?” he asked. “Is that you?”

Amon? That name rang a bell, but I couldn’t place it right off the bat. And then it hit me—he was the man who’d come in before. It all made sense now. Or rather, at least I knew who Aidan was talking to. Amon had been a grade-A asshole when he’d stormed into my office the other day. But this—the way he’d spoken to me and the fact that he was spying on us from, presumably, across the street went well above and beyond being creepy.

Folding my arms protectively to my chest, I stood to the side and tried to discretely get out of the line of sight of the windows. I could only hear Aidan’s side of the conversation, but he was clearly pissed and had no desire to talk to Amon—whoever the fuck that was.

“No, listen to me, we have nothing to discuss,” he said, his tone as cold and rash—his Irish accent thicker than usual. “Stop calling ‘ere and harassing my receptionist. I’m going to instruct her to hang up on you the minute she hears your voice again. That’s it. This is your only feckin’ warning, lad.”

Aidan slammed the phone back down into the cradle in a huff and marched back into his office, past me, without saying a word. I swung around and stared at him wide-eyed and slack-jawed.

“Well? What was that about?” I asked.

“Nothing, Maggie. Don’t worry about it,” he mumbled as he sat back down and picked up the stack of papers in front of him, trying to focus and get back to work.

“Don’t worry about it?” I asked, feeling shaken to the core. “Aidan, what if he’s the one who tried to kill you?”

Aidan looked up at me and shook his head, his expression grim. “No way. Believe me, it’s not him.”

I leaned against his doorjamb, my arms crossed over my chest and my heart still thundering away. “How can you be so sure?”

“Because I am, Mags,” he said a little too curtly. “Trust me on this, all right? He’s not the guy.”

I wanted to believe him. Wanted to trust him. God knew I wanted to. That Amon character had to be nothing but bad news, that much I could tell. Why Aidan felt the need to defend him, or at least, not even entertain the idea that he was the man who’d tried to kill him, was beyond me. Especially when the guy was supposedly spying on us.

I sucked in a deep breath and tried to calm down, reminding myself that this wasn’t any of my business. Well, it wasn’t my business except for the fact that I could end up in the crosshairs if Aidan screwed up. I wasn’t real keen on being collateral damage.

But then again, getting involved with someone like Aidan meant I was putting myself at risk. It wasn’t Aidan putting me in harm’s way, it was me putting me in harm’s way. I knew what I’d gotten into.

In fact, I think the element of danger associated with Aidan turned me on and made my attraction to him all the more powerful. Not that it made any sense, but it was true.

“Fine,” I muttered, turning around and returning to my desk—no extra swishing of my ass this time.


Chapter Twenty

Aidan

“The brothers are getting restless,” Emmett confided in me one-on-one, before a meeting with the rest of the brothers. “They’re afraid you’re too soft. Some of them don’t think you’re strong enough to keep us united.”

“But I’m an O’Brien,” I said through gritted teeth as I clenched my fists at my side and resisted the urge to punch something. “Without my family, there’d be no brotherhood. Not at all.”

Emmett shrugged. “I’m just repeating what I’ve heard. Don’t shoot the messenger,” he said. “I just thought you should know what’s being said.”

I sighed and nodded, willing myself to calm down. “I appreciate the heads up. I do,” I said. “Have they forgotten it was them who were cleaning up after me, the feckin’ leader of the O’Brien syndicate just weeks ago after I killed a man in me office?”

“That was in self-defense, lad,” Emmett stated with a shrug of the shoulders, as if the crime was of less stature among the brotherhood. Murder was murder. A man had died by my hands.

It was times like these, I wished Flynn was here. Or at least, available to talk to. I had no doubt that he’d know exactly what to say and how to handle these guys so there’d be no more questions about my authority.

But Flynn wasn’t here. And I was left to deal with all this shite on my own. I was going to have to find a way to make the men fall into line and respect my authority. But how, was the question.

“We need a mission, Aidan. A common purpose that binds us all together,” Emmett said. “When Flynn was here, we had the deals with the bloody Russians, and that was huge. That tied all the brothers together nice and neat. Now, that’s fallen through. And no one is sure where you’re leading us—what your agenda is. The men need to know there’s a future here—work to be done. Keeping them busy and having a common purpose is going to be your best ally. Believe me. There’s a reason they say that idle hands are the Devil’s playthings—or whatever the feck it is they say.”

Even though it was my family who’d started the syndicate, I’d never wanted any part of it. And for good reason. To work in my field, I needed to be squeaky clean. I knew any potential ties to the Irish mob would destroy my career before I ever got it off the ground. And I’d worked hard to get my degree and lay a foundation for a career for myself. Yeah, I was one of the good guys.

It was hard enough to escape the suspicion and preconceived notions of me simply because of my name. It was hard to stay completely afloat in the river of shite I was currently drowning in simply because I was who I was. I’d helped the syndicate out from time to time, but I tried to stay far away from most of the illegal functions. I had to stay clean and avoid getting any of the shite from the syndicate stuck to me.

And yet, now here I was—the leader of the very group I’d worked so hard to distance myself from. It was an ironic—even cruel—twist of fate, but now, I was the man in charge of making plans and brokering deals that were the epitome of everything I’d always tried to stay away from.

“What about the deal we have going with the Mayhem MC?” I asked. “Think we can expand that operation?”

“Where do you think Mayhem gets their guns from?” Emmett asked me.

Honestly, I had no idea. That was one of the problems. I was still trying to get up to speed on all of the syndicate’s operations. But I had an idea where he was going with that question—it seemed relatively obvious and perhaps rhetorical.

“The Russians, I’m guessing?”

“Yep. And they’ve been working with the Russians longer than we’ve been around, mate,” Emmett said quietly, scratching his beard. “So I doubt they’ll jump ship to work with the likes of us. Especially after all the bad press we’ve been getting lately. The last thing they’re gonna want to do is tie themselves to a sinking ship.”

“We’re hardly a sinking ship, but thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said dryly. “That is exactly why it’s imperative I clear my brother’s name. Sooner, rather than later.”

Emmett cringed. He’d cleared his throat and tried to hide it, but I could tell he was holding something back—something I wasn’t going to like.

“What is it?” I asked. “What is it you’re not saying?”

Emmett sighed. “Nothing, Aidan,” he said. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Aye, I am worried about it,” I said. “So feckin’ spill it.”

“Fine. I’m only telling you this because I’m an old family friend, so hear me out,” he said. “Do ya think ya should be spending so much time and energy on clearing ya brother? Wouldn’t it be a slight bit better for you, and the syndicate as a whole if ya distanced yourself from him? The guys are thinkin’ your efforts to clear Flynn is a sign that your loyalties might be in the wrong place.” Emmet paused and took a breath. “Flynn’s a snitch and honestly, I don’t know if that’s a label you’re ever gonna get off of him. Aligning yourself with somebody seen in that light weakens your position and makes the men wonder where your loyalty lies.”

“My brother didn’t feckin’ snitch,” I said, steeling myself against any arguments Emmett might have to the contrary. “And I’ll be damned—”

Holding up his hands in defeat, Emmett just shook his head. “Again, don’t shoot the messenger. You wanted honesty, I’m giving you straight up honesty, lad,” he said. “This is what keeps the distance between you and the others. They don’t trust you because of your allegiance to somebody they see as a rat. I’m only trying to help ya out on this.”

“I know, Emmett.” Rubbing my temples, I told myself we’d have answers about Flynn soon enough, but I had my doubts. Not about his innocence, but about being able to prove it. “I’ll try to keep my investigation quiet and stop talking about it so much. And I’ll do my best to not let it come up during business. But trust me on this, I’ll never stop fighting for my brother.”

“I don’t get it, lad,” he said. “I don’t understand why you risk your life and reputation to defend him. You’re risking the organization by your loyalty to him. You and your brother weren’t even that close.”

“Not as adults, maybe,” I said. “But that was my doing, not his. I’d always thought myself better than him because I had higher ambitions than he did. I looked down on him and the brotherhood, if you want me to be completely honest. That was all me. He tried to forge some kind of relationship, but I was too busy looking down my nose at him to take the olive branch he was offering. And because of that, I owe it to him to clear his name. He’s my brother, Emmett.”

“Aye. You have many brothers,” Emmett said softly. “Many of them who want to get to know you—the real you. They want to pledge their loyalty to you. If you’d only just let them.”

“Aye. I may have many Brothers—with a capital B,” I said. “But I only have one brother, Emmett. Me da has withered away to feckin’ nothin’, Emmett. Flynn is all I have left, and I have to protect that. I have to prove he’s innocent of what he’s being accused of. That’s what family does. Isn’t that what we’re all about? Family? Brotherhood? If we don’t stand up for one another, who’s going to stand up for us?”

Emmett couldn’t argue with me. Not with that logic. He didn’t have any brothers of his own—he only had the brotherhood. But he’d go to the wall just the same for any of his brothers the way I was for Flynn—of that, I had no doubt. And I knew he’d even do the same for me. He’s the only brother who could say the things he did to me and get away with it. But that was because deep down, I knew he had my best interests at heart.

“Your father would be proud of you, son,” Emmett finally said.

It seemed like an odd thing to say, but it still meant a lot to me. My father and I might have had our differences, but he was always me da and deep down, I always wanted his approval. It wasn’t something I ever got, so to have Emmett—who knew my da, arguably, better than anybody—say what he did, made me feel good. Me da would always hold a special place in my heart. Maybe I didn’t take the path he’d set out for me, but we were family.

And there wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do for family.

***

“Dave, you have some contacts within Mayhem MC, right?” I asked.

He nodded. “They come in a lot, sure.”

When Emmett mentioned their ties to the Russians earlier, it gave me an idea. While most of the MC was tight with the Russian mob, all it took was one, tiny little fracture within their group for us to get our foot in the door.

I was hoping to expand our gun dealings with them, for the sake of the syndicate, but I thought we could also exploit those contacts we had with the hope someone could shed some light on who was trying to kill me as well. Maybe one of the Russians—or somebody else altogether—had said something, or let something slip, to somebody in the MC. Or maybe it was one of the Mayhem crew behind the actual attempt on my life.

I had no idea, but it seemed like it might be worth a shot. If nothing else, we were going to be able to expand our gun deals and bring in some extra cash. Not to mention giving the brothers a common goal to work toward.

“Know anyone who might be on the outs with the Mayhem boys?” I asked. “Maybe somebody struggling under the current leadership who might be interested in having a little chat?”

Dave seemed to pick up on what I was asking and where I was going with it, and he nodded. “Hell yeah. A few of the guys have been coming in, getting drunk off their asses and talking about the MC’s president. Not sure about the Russians, but not everyone is happy with the current leadership, that’s for sure. I don’t doubt we could get some of them talking. Swing ‘em over to our side.”

“Think we might be able to flip any of them?” I asked. “Get them to turn on the club president? Because I’m thinking a regime change might be in our best interest.”

“Hard to say. MC’s are tight,” he said. “I reckon anything is possible, though.”

I nodded. “Get on that. Find out what you can, please,” I said. “See if there’s someone who might talk to us and be willing to work with us.”

“Good idea, mate.”

Sometimes things came together. Not often, but sometimes. It was a bit of a Hail Mary, but it was worth a shot at the very least. Emmett was right. Lately, all I’d been focused on was trying to figure out who was trying to kill me, and even more so, who had framed my brother. My attention hadn’t been on the syndicate’s agenda, but my own. After giving it some thought after I’d talked to Emmett, I could see how that might rub some of the guys the wrong way.

And considering the fact that these guys already didn’t trust Flynn, by letting them see how much time I devoted to clearing his name, I was slowly eating away at the little trust they had. And all the while, because I’d been so focused on my own personal agenda, business deals were passing us by. I needed to clean this mess up. My position at the top of the syndicate—if not the syndicate itself—depended upon it.

I figured it could only help us if I put some feelers out there, see if I could find a weak spot within the MC and then exploit the hell out of it. If this thing fell through with Mayhem, I had a backup plan in place. I was going to talk to the Mexicans. And if that failed, there were smaller street gangs we could get behind to help us expand our business interests.

We could make this work. I had no illusions—I knew I wasn’t an ideal leader for the syndicate. But because of the blood in me veins, I was the only man left to run the operation. Otherwise, it would be placed in the hands of someone other than an O’Brien. And at the mere thought of that, I knew it would be the final nail in Donal O’Brien’s coffin—so to speak. He was barely hangin’ on by a thread as it was, and allowing the syndicate to fall from our family would dishonor the very structure and leadership he’d founded.


Chapter Twenty-One

Maggie

“A penny for your thoughts,” I said, as I rubbed Aidan’s shoulders.

He was tense, I could feel it in his shoulders, back, and neck. Not only that, he’d been a bit shorter and more snarky since that phone call from Amon earlier in the day. I didn’t know who the guy was or what he was about, but I didn’t like the tension it caused. I was hoping he would talk to me about it.

We curled up on his couch after dinner. It was the second night in a row I stayed over with him, but as we sat there on his couch, he seemed more distant than usual. Quieter, too. All throughout dinner, he’d hardly said a word, letting me do most of the talking. Not that I had a problem with that, but it worried me to see him so lost in his thoughts. Getting him to carry on a conversation with me was like pulling teeth.

Aidan sighed, relaxing and let his body melt against mine with his eyes partially closed. He seemed content as we snuggled together on his sofa, letting some soft jazz music wash over us and fill the room.

“I’m just being pulled in too many directions, you know? Spread a little thin.” He surprised me by opening up so easily. He opened his eyes, but instead of looking into mine, he stared straight up at the ceiling. I could see the tension and strain on his face. “The syndicate, work, my own brother—and let’s not forget the fact that someone, somewhere, wants me dead.”

“Not to sound bossy, but I think staying alive should probably be your biggest priority,” I said with a wink.

“Aye, I know,” he said. “Where do I even start? I’d like to think there were so few, it would be easy to narrow down a list of people who want me dead. But all things considered—”

“In our line of work, it could be anyone. Disgruntled clients, families of disgruntled clients. Anybody, really.”

He nodded but said nothing. And then, of course, there was what he does in addition to his career and the family he belonged to. But that went without saying. That lifestyle had plenty of inherent risks. But as lawyers, we tended to make a lot of enemies, too. So he was right about that, it could be anyone. A past client he failed to free, the victim of one of the clients he’d freed. There was an incredibly lengthy line of people who hated Aidan’s guts—and that was even before we’d even gotten into the whole organized crime thing.

“What can I say? I’m a wanted man,” he said with a smirk.

He turned to me, and I stared into his eyes as he looked into mine. We both smiled.

“Fuck yeah, you’re wanted. You’re not entirely wrong on that count.”

“Mmm... I’d say that counts for a lot.”

He leaned into me, kissing me, and my heart still palpitated like the first time we’d kissed. As I relished in the feel of his lips pressed to my own and his tongue dancing with mine, I knew I’d never get tired of this man kissing me. No matter how many times he did it. And of course, the kiss ignited a fire between my thighs and gradually turned into something more—just as I’d hoped it would. Fucking him was something else I’d never grow tired of.

With my hands sliding from his shoulders down to his chest, I worked at the buttons of his shirt, the fire inside of me starting to burn out of control. As I popped his buttons, Aidan’s hands moved to the back of my head and he pulled me toward him, forcing me even closer to him than before as our kissing grew more intense, more passionate.

I made quick work of his shirt and ran my hands down his chest. Every other time we’d hooked up, it was quick, frantic, rushed and full of so much need, we didn’t stop and explore each other’s bodies. Not like I was taking the time to do now.

Aidan’s smooth, muscular chest was magnificent—soft, with a light dusting of dark hair. Not too much, but just enough to run my hands through it as I trailed my fingertips lower, sliding them down to work at the buckle on his pants.

Aidan’s mouth moved to my neck, kissing and sucking and I gasped in delight. His soft kisses sent chills down my spine, but it was his eager love bites that really drove me wild. I shuddered against him, working faster at removing his pants but finding the pleasure coursing through my body made me tremble, made my fingers clumsier and not quite as nimble as they normally were.

Aidan slipped his hand underneath my skirt, pushing my panties aside, and used his fingertips to gently slide across my lips—circling my clit, but never actually touching it. I moaned as he teased me, made my entire body grow wild with need and desire.

“Please, baby—” I muttered, biting my lip. “Please.”

“Please what?” he asked, teasing me with a sultry smile. “What do you want me to do to you, Maggie?”

“I thought you were the boss…”

“I am, and I’m telling you—no, I’m demanding that you tell me exactly what you want.”

“I want you to fuck me, baby.”

“How? How do you want me to fuck you?” he asked, leaning down and biting my neck a little too hard.

I jumped and cried out, but not in pain. I wasn’t the dominant sort, not in the slightest. Which was yet another reason I was so attracted to Aidan. He was always the boss, always the one in control around the office—and as I was learning—in bed as well. I liked when he took control, told me what to do and how to do it. It made me grow so incredibly wet when he did.

“I want you to fuck me, right here,” I said, my voice a little too soft.

“What was that? I didn’t hear you,” he teased, continuing to circle my clit with the tips of his fingers, but never sliding them inside of me.

“Take me, baby. Right here, right now. Fuck me.” I was squirming against his hand, yearning for him to really touch me, to go deep with his fingers—or even better, with his cock.

“Not just yet,” he said, drawing a frustrated moan from me.

He gave me a sultry grin as he slid down my body, moving down between my legs. I watched him part my thighs, spreading me open and kiss me. He teased my pussy with the softness of his lips. I wriggled on the couch, his soft touch teasing me, driving me crazier than I’d ever felt before. The fire inside of me was raging and I needed him to quench my need.

“Please, please, Aidan—”

The tip of his tongue circled my clit—much like his finger had before. It only made me hotter and wetter as I squirmed beneath his touch. He moved down, pulling me down too so I was lying flat on the couch and he positioned himself between my legs, staring up at me, making sure I was watching. He flashed me a salacious grin and lowered his head.

There was no way I couldn’t watch him—especially as he licked me, slowly, taunting my opening with his tongue. I fisted his hair, pulling him in closer, pressing his face down into me. Aidan responded by sliding his tongue inside of me, making me almost scream out with the intensity that had built up—thanks to his prolonged teasing. He fucked me with his mouth, teasing, licking and then sucking my lips and clit, his tongue doing wicked things causing me to thrash wildly beneath him as he pleasured me.

“Oh God... Oh God, yes...”

I could feel the climax building up within me quickly. I was so close—so very close. And just when I hit the peak and was about to topple over that edge into ecstasy, he pulled back, leaving me there, waiting. Yearning. Wanting. On the very edge of orgasm, but not reaching it.

“No, no, don’t stop!” I gasped. “Please don’t stop!”

He looked at me with a mischievous grin on his face. He was enjoying this. Tormenting me. Making me squirm. Making me hungrily anticipate my blissful release.

Desperation took hold. “Please, Aidan. Please—”

“Please what?” he asked again.

“Fuck me,” I said. “Please, fuck me until I come, baby. I need you so badly. I need you to make me come so hard. Please, baby, make me come.”

I reached out to him, touching his face and trying my damnedest to get him on top of me. But Aidan wasn’t a man to be bossed around. That devilish grin appeared upon his face again, his lips and chin slick with my juices.

He stood up and commanded me, “Turn around.”

I quickly did as I was told, getting to my feet, and turning my back to him. He roughly grabbed my shoulder with one hand and put his other on my waist. With an animalistic growl, Aidan bent me over the arm of the couch. I was dripping wet, eagerly anticipating what was to come. My ass in the air, I looked over my shoulder with hungry eyes as I felt him press himself up against me.

His cock was so close to my quivering pussy, and I moved backward, trying to close the distance and slide that beautiful shaft deep into me. Aidan took a step back and smacked me hard on the ass. I cried out as the sound of his hand meeting my flesh echoed around the room. Aidan smiled as he rubbed my stinging ass cheek tenderly.

“Again,” I said, shocking myself.

I’d never thought of myself as a girl who was into spanking, so my words—and the sincere desire behind them—caught me by surprise. And for his part, Aidan seemed just as surprised as I was. But he gladly obliged, smacking my ass once more— this time, with a little more zeal. Though my skin stung where he’d smacked me, I cried out in pleasure, my body shuddering as I grabbed hold of the couch with my hands, my nails digging into the fabric.

Before I could ask for a third smack, Aidan surprised me once more—not by smacking me before I asked—but by shoving his cock deep inside my tight, little pussy. My eyes grew wide as he filled me up completely, stretching me open, and plunging deep inside of me.

Grabbing my hair, I winced and then smiled as he pulled my head back and positioned me just right. When he had me where he wanted me, Aidan started thrusting his long, thick shaft in and out of me. I was his little rag doll. With one hand pulling my hair, the other holding my ass in place, he fucked me like a wild man, driving his cock into me over and over again, deep and hard. I groaned and called his name as my entire body trembled with pleasure.

I was completely lost in the moment, relishing the sensation of Aidan’s dick deep inside of me—which was yet another sensation that I’d never, ever grow tired of, no matter how many times we fucked.

“Oh Mags, fuck yes...” he said, his breath shallow and ragged.

His nails were digging into my flesh, and I could tell he was losing control. He let go of my hair, and my head fell forward against the arm of the couch. I dug my fingers into the fabric tightly, holding my body in place as he pounded his cock into me harder and faster than ever before. We might have started off slowly, savoring each other and taking the time to explore our bodies, but now it was like Aidan had finally let himself go. He was letting himself enjoy my body in ways I never imagined, and judging by the sounds escaping his throat, I could tell he was enjoying every last second of it.

As was I. Words were lost on me. Every nerve ending felt like it was on fire, and I was nothing but a bundle of intense sensation. All I could do was mutter his name—over and over again. That, and “Oh God.”

My eyes rolled back into my head, and my toes curled up, almost painfully. Aiden was the best fuck I’d ever had in my entire life. And I knew it could only get better from here. The more comfortable we got with each other—the more free we’d feel with one another. And the more free we felt, the better it would be.

But for the moment, I couldn’t imagine anything better than this.

My vaginal muscles started to tighten around him, clenching and unclenching, as a wave of pleasure hit me hard, nearly throwing me for a loop. It was a precursor to an orgasm of incredible intensity, I knew. But not yet. Not yet, but oh, was it close to crashing down over me.

“Yes, yes, yes,” I muttered, feeling my entire body tighten up, preparing for the moment of bliss that was just around the bend.

But Aidan had other plans.

He pulled his stiff cock out of my pussy, causing me to cry out once more—this time in desperation as I was denied my climax for the second time.

Picking me up, Aidan turned me over and laid me back down on the couch, crawling on top of me. There was fire of madness in his eyes and a look of pure lust on his face—both things combined to make me even wetter, make my pussy pulse, and make me need him inside of me in ways I’d never experienced before.

“I want to look into your eyes when you come, Maggie,” he said, smiling as he lowered himself on top of me.

I reached for his dick, grasping it in a tight fist, and stroked him as I guided him to my opening—not that he needed the help. He slid right inside of me like our bodies had been made for this. Wrapping my legs around his waist, I dug my nails into his shoulders and held on for dear life as he began to pound me wildly, thrusting and driving his cock deep inside of me. It wasn’t long before he brought me back to that amazing and glorious peak once more.

Holding himself on his arms above me, he fucked me like before—quick, fast, and with a strong sense of desperation in his movements. The need was written on his face, too—in the way his eyes kept rolling back into his head every time he thrust inside of me to the way his jaw was clenched tight. He grunted and groaned, almost like he was fighting with himself to not lose too much control too quickly. He wanted this to last, to savor every second—and I loved him for it.

I loved seeing him on the brink of orgasm, trying to hold off his release and pleasure in order to please me. And it wouldn’t be long. My body had already almost been there twice before he’d stopped—much to my protests. But then we’d continued right where we left off with my pussy tightening around him. My body ached for release, but at the same time, it wanted this to go on and on. I loved having him deep inside of me, but I needed to come and let out all of the built-up sensations. Needed it as badly as I needed to fucking breathe.

A giant wave of pleasure hit me quickly and powerfully. It was too fast and too strong for me to control. My eyes grew wide as I dug my nails into his back, rising to meet his thrust and holding his body tight with both my arms and legs.

“Aidan—Oh God, Aidan—I’m…fucking…coming…” My words stopped making sense at that point as I clawed and screamed and lost all control of my limbs—not to mention, my mind. The tightness in my pussy had become one big spasm-fest, each one more intense and pleasurable than the last until I wasn’t sure I could take much more.

And it was at that point, Aidan let out a low grunt—a groan that sounded more animal than human as he buried himself deep inside of me. With his eyes clenched shut and his breathing ragged, he filled my aching cunt with his warm, wet seed. The feeling of him unloading inside of me only kept my climax going stronger as we came, our bodies sweating and bucking against one another as we rode the waves of pleasure together.

With his breathing ragged and his heart hammering so hard in his chest that I could feel it, Aidan collapsed on top of me. He looked at me and smiled a quirky grin, one I’d never seen before, and ran his hand through my hair, pushing it off of my face.

We fell together in one big, satisfied lump on the couch, our arms and legs tangled up together as we rested in silence, enjoying the feeling of simply being together as one.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Aidan

We must have fallen asleep like that—lying together, our bodies intertwined on the couch. Somehow, we’d managed to position ourselves more comfortably with Maggie resting on top of me, both of us still half naked. Her body pressed to mine was a warm, sweet feeling I enjoyed immensely. I would’ve been content to remain like that for a while, but unfortunately, something woke me up.

I wasn’t sure what it was but it caused my eyes to open wide as I looked around the dark living room. The clock on the mantle said it was just after midnight—which meant we’d been passed out for a couple of hours. Whatever I’d heard that had pulled me out of sleep, Maggie remained oblivious to it. She was still asleep with her head resting comfortably on my chest.

I listened, straining my ears, but only heard silence. After a moment, I figured I’d just imagined the whole thing and started to close my eyes, reveling in the feel of Maggie’s body pressed to mine, and wanting to get some more sleep. Just as I’d started to drift off, I heard it again, and this time, it was very clear. This time, it was in the same room we were.

I rolled Maggie off of me onto the couch, then slowly got to my feet.

“What’s wrong,” she started to ask, her voice still heavy with sleep.

“Shhh…we’re not alone,” I said quietly, my voice barely more than a whisper.

There was a chill in the air as well as an overwhelming sense of anticipation and foreboding hanging over our heads. Maggie didn’t say another word, almost like she was too afraid to speak, but I heard her breathing—soft, growing a little more ragged—as fear poured adrenaline into her body.

It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dark, but I did my best to keep her behind me. And then it hit me—I could have sworn the lights were on when we’d fallen asleep. Which meant whoever was there, hiding in the dark, had turned them off. It was an ominous feeling that took me a second to get used to. My heart thundered in my chest, and I struggled to keep my breathing under control—there was no shame in admitting I was fucking terrified.

Then a voice spoke from the darkness that sent a dagger of ice plunging through my heart.

“No, you’re not alone, Maggie,” the voice said, then laughed.

Maggie moved to sit up, obviously shaken by the strange voice, but I held her back. Kept her behind me. Reaching for my pants, I went for my gun, but he spoke again. I could tell by the sound of his voice that he was near the doorway to the kitchen.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you, Aidan.”

I stopped. Finally, my eyes adjusted to the dark room, and the street lights filtering in through the windows illuminated it enough, I was able to make out his face. I already knew who it was from the voice alone, but until I saw him, I couldn’t be sure this wasn’t all a dream.

“What do you want, Amon?”

“I want to talk, brother,” he said.

“I’m not your brother.”

“No, I may not be in your precious little brotherhood, but you can’t deny DNA evidence, Aidan,” he said, his voice cold. “Not anymore, you can’t.”

Amon flipped on the lamp next to where he was sitting in the chair across from us. His gaze fell on Maggie, and he gave her a smile and an approving nod.

“You did well, brother. She’s a hot little lass. No denying it, aye.”

Color flared in Maggie’s cheeks as she quickly reached for the throw on the back of the couch. Grabbing it before she was able to, I covered her up. When I turned back, I wondered how long he’d been there, watching us sleep.

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I asked. “Is it really so fucking important to break into my house at midnight and scare the shite out of us like this?”

“Oh, it was most certainly worth it. For the view alone, if anything.” He smirked and looked back at Maggie.

She averted her eyes, looking down at the floor, and I felt her shudder against me—I highly doubted it was from the cold. I didn’t want him looking at her, and if it wasn’t for the piece he held on his lap, I’d have bashed his face in for looking.

“Get on with it already,” I said, rolling my eyes. “What the fuck do you want?”

If there was one thing about Amon that bothered me—and there was a lot—it was that he was annoying as hell. Like an obnoxious little brother who always wanted to be up in your business—except he wasn’t our brother. As much as he wanted to be, he was not an O’Brien. Nor would he ever be, if I had my say. But dangerous? Nah. I never felt like he was a threat, even now.

Of course, sneaking into my house in the middle of the night and ogling the girl I was involved with took his creep factor up about ten levels.

“You know all those rumors about your da and me mum? Well, funny thing—turns out they were more than just rumors. Fact is, they were true. Me mum wasn’t a liar, not like your da took great pains to make her out to be. And I finally have the proof right here,” he said, holding up an envelope and tossing it at my feet. “DNA evidence that proves I am Donal O’Brien’s son. Your brother.”

I looked down at the envelope, fearful that the contents it held would validate Amon’s claim—regardless, he’d never be welcomed into the family. He’d never be a damned O’Brien.

“Doesn’t make you my brother,” I said, gritting my teeth. “No matter what some piece of paper says, you never have been and never will be part of our family. You’re not welcome around here.”

“And why not, Aidan? Let’s face it—with Flynn gone, you’re running the show, but are you happy? Do you enjoy having that target on ya back all day, every day?”

“I’m happy enough.”

Amon looked at me, then over at Maggie. “Do ya think we should be havin’ this conversation with your pretty little lass in the room?”

“Say what you have to say and get the fuck out,” I snapped.

Amon cocked his eyebrow, as if he were taunting me. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised since she helped you clean up the murder, after all.”

Maggie’s body tensed up beside me, and she let out a small gasp of surprise—perhaps even fear. I wrapped an arm around her shoulder, pulling her close, and tried to reassure her with my touch. Kissing the top of her head, I let her know—in my own little way—that everything was going to be okay.

“How did he—” she asked, looking up at me.

“I don’t know what you’re feckin’ talking about, Amon,” I said, cutting Maggie off before she said too much, and stared at him with a blank face.

“Oh ya don’t, do ya?” he scoffed. “Funny, because I swore I sent a hitman to your office and somehow, he ended up dead and buried somewhere in the middle of Illinois. Thought you and your lass might have had something to do with that. Was I wrong to make such an assumption? Maybe he just ran into somebody with a contract out on him?”

Maggie opened her mouth to speak, but I hushed her. No need to give this arsehole any more information than he already knew. Besides, I had a question of my own.

“So, you were trying to kill me? That assassin came from you.”

Amon shrugged. “Not really. I figured you’d come out ahead. You O’Brien’s always seem to manage to. But I knew it would get your attention—and the attention of your brothers, too. But if you had died, things would have been even easier for me. It was a win—win either way, as far as I saw it.”

As he spoke, the pieces started falling into place. Everything started to finally make sense.

“You wanted to make me look weak,” I said. “You wanted the brothers to think I was weak and ineffectual—and what, remove me? Kill me?”

“Aye. I’d say I succeeded, lad. At least on the first part of that equation.”

“I’ll agree to disagree with you on that, lad,” I said. “I can hold my own.”

“Just barely. And growing weaker by the day,” he said. “I have my sources, Aidan. You can’t lie to me.”

“So, you want to oust me and take over the family business, eh? That’s your endgame?”

“Something like that,” he said, yawning into his hand. “But as nice as this visit has been, and it has been nice,” he winked at Maggie, “I should get going. We can discuss the details of your abdication of the throne later. Now that I have your attention and you’re willing to talk to me. I’d hate to leak the info about the man ya killed and disposed of. Not sure your legal career, or your girlfriend’s, could handle such a scandal. Do you?”

“Get the fuck out, you dirty son of a bitch!”

***

He left as quickly and as quietly as he’d come. I considered reaching for my gun as he left, but I stopped. Flynn would have had no problem shooting Amon in cold blood, but I reined in the urge. I wasn’t Flynn—which was exactly the weakness that prevented me from being a strong leader. I wasn’t as cold-blooded and ruthless as I needed to be. I actually had a damn conscious. One I’d have to stifle if I wanted to protect myself and Maggie.

But Amon was my brother, or at least he claimed to be, and that made my head spin. That changed everything. Maggie was shaking, but I watched as her facial expression shifted from fear to rage, and she lashed out at me.

“How the hell did he get in here?” she almost screamed. “Don’t you have bodyguards out there somewhere?”

“I do,” I said quietly.

Slowly, I reached for my pants and slipped them on without uttering another word. I was afraid I already knew what I was going to find when I walked outside, but knew that I had no choice except to go out there and see it for myself.

“And they just let him walk right in here?”

“I doubt they let him walk in, Maggie,” I said, the feeling of dread growing in my belly. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

I threw on my shirt, and Maggie stood up to follow me. “Stay here where you’ll be safe. Besides, I doubt you’ll want to see this.”

“See what?” She pulled the blanket up over her, covering more of her body as she stared up at me.

I couldn’t bring myself to answer, so I didn’t. I simply turned and started to walk out of the room.

Maggie continued lashing out at me, though. “I thought you said Amon wasn’t a threat? You told me to trust you.”

“Do you trust me, Maggie?” I turned back and locked eyes with her. “Do you truly trust me?”

Her voice softened. “Of course I do.”

“Then trust me when I say that I’m as shocked as you are about all of this. “Amon was never a problem before. He’s never been a serious threat. Something obviously changed, and I don’t what. Not yet, anyway. But I need to find out.”

I wondered what had changed. But then again, I didn’t know Amon very well. Maybe the change I saw in him wasn’t as drastic as I thought. We ran in similar circles—or at least our parents had. His mother—Catherine Flannigan—was often seen at syndicate events. Many people thought she was trying to marry into the mob, that she was after my father’s money.

And eventually, Amon came around and was just there. He wasn’t a friend, as he wasn’t technically part of the family himself. He was an outsider, and yeah, we gave him hell for it. Flynn and I gave the kid a ton of shite just because we could. Just because he wasn’t one of us. As much as he wanted to be, he’d never be one of us.

For years, he’d tried to tell us he was an O’Brien, that our father was his father, but we refused to listen. We thought it was yet another ploy by somebody desperate to get into our family. To get their hooks into our money. Catherine was still alive, recently divorced, so we assumed she’d put him up to it. He was harmless.

So we thought.

I walked outside into the cold evening air, steeling myself for the worst. Gerard was on night duty. He was one of my most trusted men. But as I stepped outside, I didn’t see him anywhere. Nor did I see his body. But I saw enough blood on the ground to know that whatever had happened out there, he likely hadn’t survived it.

“Fuck,” I said, shaking my head.

Where was my feckin’ brother when I needed him? Where was anybody who could help me navigate through this ocean of shite?

Flynn would have known how to handle it. I was great in a crisis, and my big brother always knew how to fix things like this. But without him here, I was supposed to turn to my brothers—the feckin’ Irish mob—for help and support. Just the idea of letting them in on this and showing them another sign of weakness on my part was a bad idea I rejected immediately. I couldn’t reach out to them for help. Not with this.

If I couldn’t find Flynn, I’d have to fight back on my own. I had to stop the crazy son of a bitch before he hurt not only me but Maggie as well.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Maggie

Nothing like waking up to a gangster staring at me while I slept. Sure, I was okay with Aidan keeping an eye on me, even if it had been through supposedly secret video cameras. But Amon was something else entirely. The man gave me the creeps right down to my bones. When Aidan watched me sleep, I thought it was kinda hot. When some random stranger, especially one as creepy as Amon, broke in and did it? Yeah, not so much.

As I sat on the edge of his bed, I knew there was no chance I’d get a lick of sleep for the rest of the night. I was too rattled and freaked out. Aidan was outside checking with his security detail, presumably, including video surveillance, but had told me to get some sleep.

I laid down and closed my eyes, trying to drift off despite the fact that I already knew it was a futile gesture. Even in Aidan’s bedroom, with him down the hall along with a bunch of armed guards nearby, I couldn’t shut my brain off enough to rest.

So many questions spun through my mind as I tossed and turned—questions for Aidan, questioning myself as well. Who was Amon? He said he was Aiden’s brother. Was he? And if he was, what did his appearance mean for me—if anything? Because the truth of the matter was, I cared for Aidan a lot. What I felt for him was more than just thigh-clenching lust, and the more intimate we became, the more it felt like love.

Too soon? Maybe. But I had been crushing on him for years. I knew damn near everything about him and none of this, outside the last couple of weeks, came as a surprise to me. I didn’t want his so-called half-brother to screw things up between us. I’d waited too long for Aidan.

Voices of Aidan and his men drifted down the hall. I strained my ears to listen. I’d learned at work how to eavesdrop as quietly as possible. Even to slow my breathing. I hated feeling like I was out of the loop, especially with something as freaky and dangerous as this. I was involved in this mess and had a right to know what the hell was going on.

“It’s confirmed then?” Aidan asked.

A strange man with a deep voice answered him. “Yes. Gerard is dead.”

There was a silence that followed that simple three-word declaration.

Gerard is dead.

I hardly knew the man on a personal level, but it still broke my heart to hear of his death. He didn’t deserve to die. No one did. I felt terrible for him and his family—if he had any. And Aiden? What was he going to do? Kill his brother?

“What happened?” I heard Aidan ask. “How the hell did he manage to sneak up on Gerard? He was the best guard we have on staff. How did this happen?”

“Beats me,” the other man said. “Unfortunately, we couldn’t see much from the security footage. Most of what happened, happened off screen. About the only thing I can tell you is that this man is good. Very good. Professional. Any idea who it might be?”

More silence, then Aidan answered, “No. No idea.”

I sat up and looked at the door. Aidan was lying through his teeth, and I had no idea why he’d lie about who it was that killed his man. And I sure as hell didn’t know why it bothered me so much, but it did. To keep a secret from the very men hired to protect him—who put their lives on the line every day for him—seemed a bit callous to me. But at the same time, I had to admit, I knew very little about what was going on.

I was still trying to process everything I’d heard when I heard the two men exchange a few parting words—a promise for an extra security detail was among them, and I listened as the door closed.

I wasn’t sure if Aidan was still in the house or not, but then I heard him walking down the hallway toward the bedroom. Quickly, I laid back and covered myself up as if I’d been sleeping all along. When he opened the door, he did so quietly—as if he expected me to be asleep. I wasn’t sure how the hell anyone could sleep after everything that had happened, but I faked it at first, pretending to wake up as he joined me in bed.

He just sat there beside me, not saying a word. His body was stiff, rigid, and the air around us was saturated with tension and an anticipation of violence—it was like a black cloud hovering overhead, threatening dark rain and thunder. So, I spoke up first.

“Aidan?” I was so on edge that the sound of my voice caught me off guard and almost made me jump.

“Yes, Maggie?” He looked down at me, and there was a serious, grim expression on his face.

“Mind if we talk about what happened?”

Aidan sighed, rubbing his temples. “Now?”

Preferably, yes, but I could understand if he didn’t want to. After all, he’d lost Gerard—someone who was not only his security guard but a friend as well.

“Doesn’t have to be now, I guess.”

Aidan was silent for a moment, and I thought he’d somehow fallen asleep. But his breathing wasn’t regular just yet, and when I looked over at him, I saw his eyes were wide open. He was simply staring straight ahead.

He sighed. “I just found out I have a brother. A brother who tried to kill me. I’m not sure what to do with that. Not sure what else needs to be said, Maggie, but I’ll do the best I can.”


Chapter Twenty-Four

Maggie

Aidan’s new security detail was at the office before I arrived the next morning. Of course, two of his men had followed me into work from home, so it wasn’t entirely surprising to see a couple of big, burly men in dark suits waiting outside the door for me.

On one hand, it was a little creepy to be followed around by these guys. On the other, it made me feel a lot safer. Unlike Gerard and his crew, these guys weren’t content to be invisible and discrete—no, these guys were there, in your face, and if someone planned on taking a run at me, they’d have to go through them first.

Clearly, Amon had gotten under Aidan’s skin—which was probably his main intent behind that little middle of the night chat.

“Good morning,” said the man to the right of the door. “I’m Gary, this is Peter, and we’ll be keeping an eye on you today.”

I gave them a small smile I hoped looked genuine. “Thanks,” I said. “Good to know. I appreciate it.”

Gary nodded. “If you need anything or see anything that scares you, don’t hesitate to call and we’ll come running.”

“How about spiders?” I asked. “Do you guys take care of spiders?”

They both looked at me and let out a laugh which automatically made me feel better. Having a personality, something I could relate to, had that effect on me. They weren’t just soulless and mindless automatons. They were living, breathing people which meant that they realized I was, too, and very well might care about my safety a bit more than the soulless, mindless ones.

Not that Gerard was soulless or mindless—he was actually quite nice. He just wasn’t especially warm and fuzzy. Of course, having these thoughts now that he was dead made me feel guilty. I’m sure when he wasn’t working, he had to have been a great guy.

I cleared my throat. “I’m glad you guys are here,” I said. “I’m planning on ordering some coffee and pastries. You guys in?”

They glanced at each other. “We probably shouldn’t,” Gary said. “We’re on duty.”

“We’ll keep it our little secret.”

I unlocked the door and before I could set foot inside, Gary pushed past me and Peter crowded me from behind. Gary held up a hand, his eyes scanning the dimly lit office before him.

“Stay here with Peter,” he said. “I need to sweep the office before I can let you inside.”

I waited in the hallway with Peter as instructed. Gary moved through the office silently but efficiently. He was back at the front door in a matter of seconds.

“All clear,” he said.

“No ninjas lurking in the shadows?

Gary grinned. “None that I could see, but we’ll keep our eyes peeled.”

I laughed it off, but in all honesty, I felt an enormous wave of relief. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, Amon had rattled me deeply. But I had to hold that inside. The last thing I wanted was for Aidan to think that I was weak or unable to handle a little adversity.

“Thanks, guys,” I said. “Might as well make yourselves at home.”

Gary and Peter each took a seat, one on either side of the front door. They settled in and were doing their best to not look bored. Trying to act as normal as possible, I set about my day. I moved over to the sideboard and put on a pot of coffee for our clients—a pot I usually ended up drinking myself most days. After that, I stocked all of the appropriate condiments for the coffee and made sure we had plenty of clean mugs set out.

All the while, I was doing my best to not stare at the two hulking men sitting in the lobby watching me. It was an exercise in futility, though. There was no way I could act normal with my own private SWAT team.

Greg caught me looking at him and shook his head, letting out a deep, rumbling laugh. “I know it’s difficult, but just do your best to pretend that we’re not here.”

I laughed and felt the heat rush into my cheeks. “Easier said than done.”

“You’ll get used to it,” Peter said. “Give it half an hour and we’ll be like the rest of the furniture in here.”

I grinned. “Yeah, we’ll see.”

I did my best to do what they said and just carried on with my normal routine. I fired up my computer and checked my emails of which, there were more than three hundred. That was pretty typical most days. I sorted through them as I usually did, separating out the spam and other junk mail from the legitimate ones.

Before I dove into the virtual pile of mail, I called in my order to the coffee shop down the street. I ordered a box of pastries for the office and some cappuccinos for me and my two shadows. Most of the time, I picked through the pastries throughout the day and wound up tossing them. For whatever reason, most of our clients didn’t drink the coffee or eat the pastries—maybe they were too stressed to think about it.

But Aidan insisted on having fresh goodies every day—he said it was good, classy, customer service. And so, I did my duty and ordered them as requested.

With that done, I waded into my pile of correspondence. It was mostly routine, garden variety stuff. Inquiries about fees from potential clients, questions from existing clients about the disposition of their cases, and of course, the odd letter from a client who wasn’t satisfied with the outcome of their case. Those were always fun to read, so I tended to save them for last.

As I worked my way through the emails, I clicked on one and froze. Adrenaline surged through me at the same time a cold finger slid its way down my spine. I read the one line of text over and over again, and the feeling of dread it inspired only got stronger.

Tell your boss—or your boyfriend, or whatever he is—that the clock is ticking and it’s time for him to step down. PS—you really do have a lovely arse.

Attached to the bottom of the email was a photograph Amon had taken of me while Aidan and I had been sleeping on his couch the night before. I felt nauseous and violated all over again. It hadn’t been bad enough that son of a bitch was leering at me the night before, to know that he had photographic evidence of it both sickened and enraged me.

“What is it, ma’am?”

Gary was looking at me, a look of concern on his face. I couldn’t see my own reflection, but I was pretty sure I’d turned a ghostly shade of pale as Amon’s email mocked me from my computer screen. I couldn’t believe this was happening.

“Are you okay?”

I stared up at my dream team, feeling tears of frustration and anger welling in my eyes as a knot in my stomach constricted painfully. I felt so completely impotent and powerless.

“I—it’s Amon. He sent me an email, taunting me. It’s nothing. It’s stupid. I shouldn’t be this emotional about it.”

“Let that prick send you emails all day, every day. Just ignore them. Delete them without even opening them. Don’t let that asshole get under your skin,” Gary suggested.

“And don’t worry about a thing,” Peter said. “Because if he comes through that door, he’s going to have to deal with the both of us. And I don’t think that’s a fight he wants or can win.”

Not letting Amon get to me—like getting used to my thugs sitting in the office watching me—was a case of easier said than done. But they were right. And I had to admit, having them there watching over me made me feel relatively safe and secure.

I’d have to thank Aidan for putting them on my detail.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Aidan

“That son of a bitch,” I roared, pounding my fist on the table for emphasis. “He was in my home. That motherfucker threatened me in my own goddamn home!”

Emmett remained silent in his seat, a neutral look on his face, and I wanted to punch him for it. But I forced myself to calm down. To breathe. To think. That was just Emmett’s way. As much as I wanted him to be outraged and infuriated like I was, Emmett was always a voice of reason. He rarely let his emotions get the best of him, preferring to think things through.

He’d been that way as long as I’d known him, which felt like an eternity.

We sat in the back room at the Shamrock, discussing what had happened. So far, I’d kept it under wraps, limiting any and all information. The only people who knew all the details about Amon’s break in and subsequent threat were me, Maggie, and now Emmett—I needed his perspective on this.

And of course, I’d had to tell him exactly who Amon was. I knew he had questions, but at least had the sense enough to put off asking them until later. Right now, the priority was figuring out a game plan. Despite the fact that it wasn’t even noon yet, I’d had a bottle of good Irish whiskey brought in—it was happy hour somewhere and after everything that happened, I needed a goddamn drink.

“Well?” I asked. “Do you have nothing to say about this?”

Emmett looked up at me. “Not sure what ya want me to say, brother,” he replied. “I know how I’d handle it. I know how Flynn would handle it. But you’re a different animal altogether. So the real question is, how will Aidan handle it?”

I had a feeling I already knew the answer to the question I was about to ask, but felt compelled to ask anyway.

“And how would you or Flynn handle it?” I asked, draining the last of my glass and refilling it instantly.

“Aye. I’d blow ‘is feckin’ brains out without thinkin’ twice about it.”

The flat declaration was about what I’d expected from Emmett. He was old school in that way—kill ‘em all and let God sort ’em out. But I wasn’t old school. In fact, when it came to running a crime organization—I wasn’t any school.

Which was part of my problem. I was trapped, trying to exist between two very different worlds. Yes, I was the head of a crime family notorious for its brutality, but I was also an officer of the court—bound by the law and sworn to uphold it. Which was why I still had trouble ordering the execution of another person—even one as deserving of it as Amon.

“I can see ya hesitate, lad. That’s part of your problem.”

I gave him a rueful little laugh. “I’ve got more than one problem, Emmett.”

“Aye,” he replied. “But in this case, this is part of your problem with being the leader of this organization.”

“How do you mean?”

I took another belt from my glass and set it down on the table a little harder than I’d meant to. Emmett looked at my glass, he’d been watching me drink pretty closely, yet hadn’t even drained his first glass yet.

“This is what you would call one of those defining moments, lad,” Emmett said. “This is a chance for ya to step up and take the organization by the bollocks—a chance to make the syndicate your own. This is your time to make a stance.”

“By ordering a hit on Amon.”

Emmett nodded. “By ordering a hit on Amon,” he confirmed. “It’d show the brothers that you have the bollocks to lead this organization. That you aren’t a pussy, afraid of anything. And it will show ‘em you have their backs—that if any of us is threatened the way you were, there’ll be absolute hell to pay.”

I sighed and drained the last of my drink before reaching for the bottle. Picking it up, I looked at the amber poison. Instead of pouring myself another glass, I set the bottle back down on the table.

“Aside from you, Maggie is the only one who knows about this, Emmett.”

“Do you really think you can keep this from them?” he asked. “Word gets around. Don’t think Amon isn’t gonna run his feckin’ jaw. He will He’ll do whatever it takes to undermine ya. Get ahead of him. Get in front of this and do something about it. Take some action, Aidan. Earn the respect of the brothers.”

“And you think ordering a hit is going to earn their respect?”

“A hell of a lot better than doing nothin’.”

I nodded and opted to have another drink—although I only poured half of my usual dosage. Picking up my glass, I took a small sip of it, relishing the burn as it slid down my throat. Emmett was giving me a lot to think about, as he usually did. That was the main reasons I came to him for counsel. No matter what the situation was, I could count on him to talk me off the ledge—or at least part way. Nothing would ever completely quell the fires of rage that burned inside of me that Amon had ignited.

“I know you’re in a tough spot, given what you actually do for a living. But the other lads don’t know ya like I do. And to be fair, ya never really gave ‘em the chance.”

“Wasn’t aware I needed to host a get to know the new boss day.”

Emmett gave me a tight grin. “That’s kinda what I’m talking about. You come off like you’re better than ‘em. Like you’re above it all. The one thing that made them loyal to Flynn was that he was one of them. He was never afraid to make a tough call and was never afraid to roll up his sleeves and get his hands dirty.”

“Yeah, I know,” I sniped. “I had to work my ass off to get some of these clowns off the hook after one of his tough calls.”

He shrugged. “Aye. Never said they were the right calls. But he had the guts to make those calls. That’s all the lads are looking for from you—a little spine.”

I knew he hadn’t intended it the way it came out, but hearing Emmett say that made those fires in me blaze up. I was angry.

“Oh, so I’m spineless?” I snapped. “Is that it? Ya think I’m a feckin’ coward?”

“No, lad,” he replied. “I know better than most that ya aren’t a coward. I’m just giving it to you straight, from their perspective. They don’t know you. All they see is you waffling about this decision or that decision, never really taking a firm stance one way or another.”

“Yeah, because I’m trying to toe the line between what’s legal and what isn’t,” I retorted. “It’s kind of a requirement of my day job.”

“That’s the problem. You’re the head of the syndicate, Aidan. You can’t expect everything we do to be clean and tidy. You can’t expect it all to be neat and legal. That’s not what we do.”

“Emmett, you pulled me into this knowing who and what I am.”

“I know, and I still think it’s the right call,” he said. “You belong in that chair. Your father started this organization, after all.”

“Yeah well, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t regret agreeing to this.”

“Heavy is the head that wears the crown, lad,” he said. “You have it in you to be a leader, Aidan. I believe, right down to my bones, that you can be a better leader than even Flynn was.”

“Is,” I corrected. “Once I clear his name, he’s going to come back.”

“I really think you should prepare yourself for the idea that Flynn isn’t coming back,” he said. “And even if he does, there’s no guarantee he’s going to be welcomed by the brothers.”

“They’ll have to if I’m able to clear him.”

He shrugged. “Not necessarily,” he replied. “The stink of being labeled a snitch doesn’t wash off so easy.”

“But he’s not a feckin’ snitch!”

“Maybe not, but some of the lads are never going to trust him again,” he said. “That’s only going to undermine his leadership.”

“That’s bullshite, Emmett, and you know it.”

“I’m just giving it to ya straight, lad.”

I sat back in my seat and drained the last of my glass once more, slamming it down on the table. I was furious. I never wanted to do this in the first place and had only agreed to do it until Flynn was cleared. The idea that he would never be fully welcomed back in or trusted enraged me and left me feeling completely trapped. It had never even entered my mind that I’d never be able to go back to my relatively normal, relatively quiet life.

“We’re getting pretty far afield, lad,” Emmett said. “We gotta deal with what’s on the plate right in front of ya. And that’s Amon and what to do about him. You’re gonna have to make a decision. And you’re gonna have to make it soon because once word starts spreading that he has a claim of leadership, it’s gonna make it really easy for some of the brothers who already don’t trust you to pick up his banner and run with it. And if that happens, we lose everything.”

“So, your counsel is to have him executed?”

He nodded. “As tasteless and difficult as I know you find it, that’s my counsel. No question about it. Not only will it get this arsehole off your back, taking bold action like that will build some bridges between you and the others.”

I reached out and pushed the bottle away from me. I was done drinking for the day. The idea of ordering a hit was anathema to me. It went against everything I stood for and every law I swore to uphold and defend. I couldn’t even believe that I was seriously considering it.

But most of what Emmett said made sense. I knew the brothers saw me as weak. Ineffectual. I knew any one of them would stab me in the back to make a play for leadership over the organization. I had no doubts or illusions about that. The O’Brien Syndicate was a brotherhood—we took care of each other—but since Flynn had left, most of the guys were out for themselves. If someone saw a chance to better their own position—they’d take it in a heartbeat. Even if it meant stabbing me in the back, and maybe for some—especially if it meant stabbing me in the back.

Because I didn’t have the experience Emmett had in the gangster life, I had to take his word for it that taking a bold step like ordering Amon’s execution would raise my prestige and earn trust and respect from the brothers. It was entirely twisted to me, but then, I wasn’t part of this world. Not really. It operated by its own set of rules and codes.

It was a world I’d never completely fit in.

But it was the world I was saddled with for the time being. And if I didn’t want to meet a bad end, I was going to have to start playing by their rules whether I wanted to or not. If I didn’t, I was going to lose control of the whole organization, and give them every reason to flock to Amon and overthrow me. And if they overthrew me, I’d be face down in Lake Michigan with two in the back of my head.

I needed to strike first. Strike hard. And force the compliance of the brothers. If they saw that I could be every bit as ruthless as Flynn, perhaps they’d realize they had no play but to fall in line and learn to deal with the fact that I was their new boss.

It made sense on a logical level. I just didn’t know if I had it in me to do what so obviously needed to be done.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Maggie

As we sat in the restaurant things seemed normal for the most part, but I could tell Aidan was distracted. It wasn’t hard to see his mind was elsewhere. Not that I could blame him. After everything that had happened, it wasn’t surprising that he wasn’t entirely focused on me.

I was surprised when he asked me to dinner, and I told him I’d be fine if he wanted to just grab a pizza and relax, or if he just wanted some alone time that evening. But he said he wanted a bit of normalcy and happiness in his day, and he wanted to take me out.

I certainly wasn’t going to argue.

We were at a little Italian restaurant he knew about. It was a small, intimate, quiet place that obviously catered to the locals and others in-the-know. It had a quaint, kind of old-world feel to it—I could almost believe I was in some old Italian mother’s kitchen. And the aromas that saturated the air made my mouth water.

The waitress stopped by our table and gave Aidan a wide, approving smile before turning to me. “Can I get you something to drink?”

“A glass of merlot, please,” I said.

The waitress nodded. “And you, sir?”

“Club soda, please,” Aidan said.

I looked over at him and raised an eyebrow. Not that he was a heavy drinker, but I knew he liked to have a drink most nights. When the waitress left to get our drinks, I gave him a small smile.

“Club soda?”

He shrugged and grinned at me. “What, you’re going to be upset with me for not getting sauced?”

“Not at all,” I replied. “Just surprised is all.”

“I met with Emmett today,” he said. “Probably had a couple more than I should have.”

“I was wondering why you didn’t come into the office.”

It worried me more than a little bit when he hadn’t come in, or even called to tell me he’d be out all day. That wasn’t like him. But given what we’d gone through, what he was going through, I wanted to cut him some slack and give him some space if he needed it. The last thing he needed was a clingy girlfriend.

He nodded. “Aye, had to figure some things out.”

“I can imagine,” I said. “Don’t worry though, the boys took very good care of me. Kept me entertained the entire day.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re making friends.”

“I am, thank you,” I said and flashed him a smile. “Thank you for the protective detail. I have to say, it was weird to have those two shadowing me at first, but I got used to them. And with Amon still out there, I felt safer with them around.”

He nodded. “Well, get used to having them around,” he said. “At least for a while. I’m going to have eyes on you every minute of the day until this thing gets sorted.”

The waitress came back and made eyes with Aidan while she took our orders. He either didn’t notice or chose to ignore her altogether—which, given the fact that she was absolutely gorgeous and made me feel terrible about myself in comparison—made me feel incredibly good.

She threw him a pout as she turned and walked away from the table with a very pronounced swish in her hips, no doubt, for Aidan’s benefit. All he did was sip his club soda and stare off into space. Hah! Like she ever had a chance.

“Want to talk about it?”

“There’s really not much to talk about,” he replied.

“I’m a lot of things, but a fool isn’t one of them. I can see your brain working so hard, there’s smoke pouring out of your ears.”

He gave me a rueful little grin. “Can’t ever put anything by you, can I?”

“Nope. And it’s best you learn that now.” I grinned and winked at him.

He sighed and took a sip of his club soda and then filled me in on everything he’d talked to Emmett about. I could tell he was absolutely disgusted by the idea of ordering somebody’s execution. That wasn’t Aidan at all. But I also knew in his role as head of the organization, he wasn’t going to always be able to act like the Aidan I’d always known. He was going to have to get his hands a little dirty. Do some things that were maybe a little less than tasteful—and illegal as hell.

I wasn’t sure what it said about me that this other side of Aidan—this more dangerous, bad boy side, not only didn’t bother me, but it actually turned me on.

I’d never been one for the bad boy types, but something about seeing Aidan in that role was incredibly appealing. Maybe because I knew deep down, he wasn’t. He had to put on the mask and be that for the benefit of others at the moment, but he truly wasn’t a bad boy.

“So, what are you going to do?”

He shrugged. “Don’t know yet, I mean, what Emmett said makes perfect sense. It’s perfectly logical and rational. I know I need to prove myself. And the organization needs to know they have a strong leader.”

He looked around to make sure we weren’t being overheard and pitched his voice low. “I don’t know if it’s the right way to go about it, but Emmett was right—it would not only get this prick off my back, it would also send a very strong message to the brothers.”

“And what message would that be?”

“That I am in control, and it would be wise for them to not cross me.”

He spoke with a quiet ferocity and intensity that was sexy as hell to me. Which was also too bad, knowing what sort of day he’d had and what kind of mood he was in, I highly doubted there was a night of passion in my future. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t still making me soak my panties.

I did my best to clear my head and push all carnal thoughts out. Right now, I needed to focus on helping him—not fucking him. Even if that meant simply listening to him, I was going to do what I could to help him through this. I imagined that it couldn’t be easy to find out you have a brother and then realize he was trying to kill you.

And if I were being entirely truthful, I wasn’t going to lose a wink of sleep over the idea of Aidan taking Amon out and removing him from this world entirely. Amon was a disgusting piece of filth and needed to be treated as such. Knowing he was dead and gone would make me sleep a lot easier at night.

“What I worry about, though,” Aidan said, “is that by doing this, I’d be sacrificing a piece of myself. My soul. And I’d be lying if I said I didn’t worry about what you might think of me after the fact.”

I gave him a small smile. “You don’t have to worry about that, Aidan,” I said. “I know that’s not you. I know it’s part of the job.”

His chuckle was dry and bitter. “That’s one way of putting it, I suppose.”

“Hey, I know you were reluctant to lead the syndicate in the first place. Given everything that’s happened with Flynn, and now Amon, you really have no choice in the matter. Not to offend you or anything, but you’re kind of in over your head with these sharks.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“You know what I mean.” I swallowed a sip of Merlot and set the glass back down on the table. “Look what happened to Gerard. And he was good. Trained by the best. So, what Emmett suggested, that’s what you have to do. That’s what they do. That’s what they’ve done all their lives. This isn’t anything new or surprising. You’ve known these thugs all of your life. You’re just going to have to catch up with them.”

“And if I don’t do something to earn their respect and trust soon, I’m going to lose control of the organization. Emmett’s concerned that a lot of those men would rally behind Amon to take me out of power.”

“Do you think he’s right?”

Aidan nodded. “Aye. I think Emmett has the pulse of the organization,” I said. “I think he has a much better perspective on it than I do. I’m pretty sure that what he says, I can take as gospel.”

“Wonderful,” I replied, my tone less than enthusiastic.

He nodded. “Tell me about it.”

We sat in silence for a few moments, each of us lost in our own thoughts. Aidan’s plight was harrowing, and I had to wonder what ordering a hit on Amon would do to him mentally. He wasn’t a hit man. Hell, he wasn’t even a real mob boss. Aiden had constructed his life a certain way, operated by a certain code of ethics and morality that I’d always admired. But now, he was going to have to violate that code. Betray that morality. I was concerned about the destruction such act would cause. Would it chip away at his soul until he was no longer the man I’d fallen in love with? Or would he be able to cope with it better than I was giving him credit for?

I had no idea, to be honest. But I also knew he had to do something. I wasn’t stupid and knew that if he refused to act, he was going to have a full-scale mutiny on his hands. If he wanted to retain control of the syndicate and not get himself killed in the process, he was going to have to do some things he wouldn’t ordinarily do. Things that went against his principles.

“For whatever it’s worth, I think Emmett is right,” I spoke, finally breaking the tense silence that clouded the air between us.

“You think I should have Amon taken out?”

I took another sip of wine before speaking. “I don’t see that you have any other choice, babe.”

“There are always choices.”

I nodded. “True. But there are smart choices and choices that’ll get you killed. You know I’m not a big fan of that life—”

“Maybe not,” he chuckled, interrupting me, “but you certainly seem to have a knack for handling some of the stickier situations.”

“Yeah, maybe.” I laughed. “I am working my way to becoming an attorney, ya know.”

“I know. That’s why all of this scares me. We could both lose our licenses. Be disbarred. For what? Some feckin’ gangsters who don’t give a rat’s arse what happens to me or my family?”

“I understand, but this is real, Aidan. Amon is coming after you, and you need to get him before he gets you. This is about your survival, and I have a very vested interest in that.”

He sat back in his seat, a frown crossing his face. “I thought you’d try to talk me out of it. Maybe tell me to run or something.”

I scoffed. “I can tell you that if you want me to. I know you, and running isn’t your style. Have you ever ran from the courtroom? No. You don’t run. You’re a fighter, Aidan. You’ve never backed down from a challenge.”

“Maybe not, Mags, but I’ve never played in a game where the stakes are this high. If I lose this one, I’m as good as dead.”

The thought had crossed my mind more than a few times. Aidan was playing a dangerous game with very dangerous people. This wasn’t some gangster show on television, this was real life. The bullets and blood were real, and people really died. And for his sake, he needed to get the syndicate under control. His control. He needed every one of those pricks to fall in line and start doing what he said, if for no other reason than to make sure he stayed alive.

If one conniving bastard like Amon had to die to ensure Aidan’s safety, I’d pull the fucking trigger myself.

“Then it looks like you’re going to have to make sure this is a game you win.”

“I hope it’s that simple.”

“It’s not a matter of it being simple,” I said. “It’s a matter of it being a necessity. It’s you or him, Aidan. And I know in situations like this, I’m much more comfortable betting on you.”

He gave me a small smile. “I hope I don’t let ya down then.”

“You won’t, baby. You won’t.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Aidan

I stood at the head of the table in the back room of the Shamrock. All of my top lieutenants were there, crowded around the table, drinking, laughing and joking amongst themselves. And not a one of them, save Emmett and David, was paying the least damn bit of attention to me.

Which was about the biggest fuck you I could think of.

Clearly, I needed to make an impression on these fuckers. Emmett was right. They didn’t respect me. And while I didn’t think I needed to rule with an iron fist, I certainly needed to let them know where they were in the food chain—namely, below me.

I looked around the table, feeling my blood pressure rising as I watched them carrying on as if I wasn’t even there. And maybe to them, I wasn’t. That was part of the reason I called the meeting in the first place, I needed to grab their attention.

Emmett raised an eyebrow at me, obviously wondering what I was going to do. He knew this blatant disrespect couldn’t go unchecked and unchallenged. He’d warned me about it. And now, I was seeing it live and in person.

I picked up my glass of whiskey and drained it, grimacing as it burned its way down my throat, but enjoying the sensation. I stared down into the empty glass for a moment before rearing back and hurling it as hard as I could at the wall on the other side of the room.

The glass hit the wall with a sound like a gun going off and then exploded into a million fragments that rained down over the table and some of the men. It had the intended effect. All conversation ceased and all eyes turned to me, an expression of shock on most of their faces. It was almost as if they were seeing me for the first time, or like I was a ghost who’d just materialized out of thin air right in front of them.

I looked around the table slowly, meeting the eyes of each and every man there. A few looked away, some looked startled, and then there was Emmett, who was doing his level best to stifle a grin.

“I trust I have your feckin’ attention now, brothers?” I snapped.

A few of the men cleared their throats and others looked at their hands, but very few of them dared to meet my eyes. None of them dared to speak. There was an awkward silence in the room thicker than the pungent scent of stale cigarettes and alcohol—and just as oppressive.

“Good,” I said. “Now, for those who don’t know me, I’m Aidan O’Brien. The goddamn head of this organization.”

I looked around the table again, daring anybody to speak up or say a contradictory word. Nobody did.

“A lot has changed since Flynn left,” I said, “and a lot has stayed the same. What has not changed, is that somebody is here in leadership—namely, me—and you are all accountable to me.”

“No offense,” said Bryan, the one I expected the most trouble from. “But we don’t know you, mate. Why should we be accountable to you?”

“Because my father, Donal O’Brien, started this organization,” I replied. “Without him, none of you would be enjoying the perks of the life you currently do. Like you for instance, Bryan. Without the syndicate, I doubt you’d be driving an Escalade or fucking lingerie models.” I looked at the man sitting next to him. “Or you, Matthew. If you weren’t at this table right now, do you think you’d have that beautiful home out in the suburbs or that gorgeous little wife you have? Not to mention that sweet little nineteen-year-old nanny you’re banging on the side.”

What these clowns didn’t realize was that I was methodical and thorough. I hadn’t spent much time or energy on any of them before, but after my conversation with Emmett, I did my homework on each and every one of these cretins. I looked in every nook and cranny to find their secrets, unearthed their skeletons, and dug up any piece of dirt I could leverage against them.

It was a key aspect of my real job, and I was very, very good at my job.

Neither Matthew nor Bryan said a word to me. They wouldn’t even look at me. But I noticed, quite happily, the defiant and condescending expressions that were on their faces had evaporated. Score one for me.

“Right, I didn’t think so. And because my family founded this organization and in turn, provided you all with such glamorous lifestyles, you’re all accountable to the leader of the feckin’ O’Brien syndicate—you are accountable to me,” I said and leaned down on the table, giving them all a menacing glared. “Rest assured, gentlemen, everything you enjoy right now because of your association with this family can be taken away in the blink of an eye.”

The expressions ranged from shock to anger, but absent was the open defiance or casual indifference that had marked their faces before. I’d most definitely gotten their attention.

But I felt I needed to drive the point home just a bit deeper.

“Because I need not remind you, gentlemen, that you are guaranteed nothing,” I said, my voice low and menacing. “You work hard and serve well, you’ll be rewarded. You don’t, or you betray me—well, suffice it to say, your penance will be savage, brutal—feckin’ heinous. Don’t take my professional regard in handling situations in the past in light of my position as your feckin’ leader. You would all do well to remember that.”

Silence reigned over the room, and most of the guys looked incredibly tense and uncomfortable. Clearly, they hadn’t expected me to come out swinging like that. And while I doubted I’d earned their respect, it would definitely force their obedience—most of them lived pretty lavish lifestyles because of the organization, and the threat to have it all taken away from them was powerful indeed.

“Any questions?” I asked, looking around the table.

“Yeah, I got one.”

I looked over at Bryan and had to keep from rolling my eyes. Of course, I’d start catching shite from him. I knew he had to try to save a little face after I’d called him out. That and try to assert himself as the dominant alpha in our little pack. As if I was going to let that happen.

“What’s your question then, Bryan?”

“Doesn’t being a goddamn snitch ruin your family’s claim of the leadership?” he asked. “Shouldn’t that invalidate your standing as the head of this organization?”

I smirked at him. “I wasn’t aware I was a snitch,” I said, looking around the table. “Is there anybody else who seconds Bryan’s accusation?”

“I wasn’t leveling that accusation at you, boss,” Bryan said, a cruel little smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “I was talking about your brother. Flynn.”

“Aye, I haven’t forgotten you all turned on my brother like rabid dogs.”

“We only turned on him when it became clear that he was the feckin’ rat,” Bryan said.

I walked around the table, unbuttoning my coat as I went. All eyes remain fixed on me as I stood behind Bryan, looking down at him. Sliding my hand under my coat, I pulled out my gun and put it against Bryan’s head. His eyes grew wide, and he thought about turning to face me then apparently thought better of it. Instead, he glared at me from the corner of his eye.

“Flynn is innocent. And I will offer you evidence to support that statement. Until then, I suggest that when it comes to my brother, you hold your feckin’ tongue. Aye?”

Bryan continued glaring at me, his breathing rapid as his nostrils flared in anticipation of my finger inching closer to the trigger. He nodded, confirming he understood my direct order, and I tucked my gun away and then clapped my hands together.

“Excellent,” I said, looking around the table again. “Anybody else?”

Nobody said anything, but the tension in the room was high—suffocating. I knew convincing them of Flynn’s innocence was going to be a tough sell. I had a feeling when I presented the evidence, if I was able to dig any up, I’d be met with open skepticism and probably a few calls of outright lies.

But that was a fight for another day. This meeting wasn’t to convince them of Flynn’s innocence. There were other, more pressing items on my agenda.

“Okay then,” I said, returning to my chair and sitting down. “Now that we have the introductions out of the way, let’s talk shop, shall we? We seem to have a problem. Or at least, I seem to have a problem, which means we have a problem.”

Emmett, who’d been silently amused to that point, spoke up, his tone suddenly grim. “The fucker who hired the clown to take Aidan out decided to get a little more personal this time.”

All eyes turned toward me—all except for Bryan’s. He was still brooding in his place at the table, clenching and unclenching his fists and in general, looking like a petulant child.

“The guy’s name is Flannigan—Amon Flannigan. He broke into my house last night and made some serious threats. I’m not one who takes too kindly to somebody invading my home—and then threatening me. In fact, that downright pisses me off.”

“So, what are we going to do about it?” David asked.

I looked around the table, taking in each of them in turn. “We’re going to kill the fucker,” I said. “Nobody, and I mean nobody, is going to do that to one of us. When some gobshite fuck threatens one of us, he threatens all of us. And we will respond in kind.”

“Who is this guy?” Matthew asked. “This, Flannigan?”

“Somebody who thinks he’s something he’s not,” I said.

I was hesitant to let them know about Amon’s claim that he was part of my family—DNA evidence or not. He wasn’t part of my family. He was the product of some dirty fling my father had. And I’d be damned if he was going to get any sort of control in the syndicate because of my father’s indiscretions. He was a bastard, plain and simple. And as such, deserved no special consideration of anything.

But the possibility that some men at that table—like Bryan—could flock to join him was there, so I needed to tread carefully. I wouldn’t tell them any more than they needed to know.

“He’s a bloody son of a bitch,” I said. “A rabid dog and he needs to be put down. He thinks he can take over the organization, but let me assure you, that is not going to happen. Not on my watch. So, it’s incumbent upon us to make sure that his best days are already behind him.”

I grabbed the bottle of Jameson and walked around the table, pouring each man a drink. When I was finished, I poured myself one, then set the bottle down and took up my glass, raising a toast.

“It’s a new day for the brotherhood, gentlemen,” I said. “We might have started off on the wrong foot, but that’s my fault and I apologize. Things are changin’. I’m going to lead this organization in a new direction. And if you’re all on board with me, I can guarantee you’ll enjoy the ride.”

All of the men got to their feet and raised their glasses—though, Bryan was the last on his feet and was far less enthusiastic than the others. He was going to be a problem—one I would have to deal with another day. He wasn’t the priority right now—Amon was.

“To the brotherhood,” I called.

“The brotherhood,” they replied in unison.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Aidan

Emmett and I sat alone in the back room after the rest of the brothers had gone. I’d wanted to speak to him alone. We had stopped with the whiskey, but he was still sipping on a Guinness. I’d already switched to club soda. I needed to keep my head clear.

“I’d say you got the lads’ attention,” Emmett said.

“Aye. That was the point.”

He nodded and took a drink of his beer. “I’m impressed,” he said. “You actually came in here and kicked some bloody arse. Certainly put the fear of God into some of those lads.”

I grinned at him. “Wasn’t that your advice?”

He nodded. “It was. I thought you’d roll in and lawyer it up a bit.”

“Lawyer it up a bit?”

“You know, try to reason and negotiate with ‘em,” he said. “So, it was a surprise when you came in here breathing fire. I gotta say, fecking that jar against the wall was a fantastic way to open.”

“It’s called showmanship,” I laughed. “I have to do things like that in court all the time—not breaking glasses, just doing something to get everybody’s attention.”

Emmett nodded and took another drink. I had to admit, unloading on those guys that way felt good. By the time we’d concluded the meeting, I no longer felt like I was invisible. I no longer felt like they were ignoring me. In fact, I felt like they hung on my every word.

For the first time since I took over, I felt like the actual leader of the syndicate and not just the kid keeping his big brother’s seat warm. Not that I intended to keep the seat. Flynn would be back, and I could hand the leadership over to him. Gladly. Happily.

Until then, I had to do what I could to keep this organization running.

“Bryan’s gonna be a problem,” Emmett said.

“Yeah, I noticed that,” I said. “He’s not too thrilled I’m the boss.”

Emmett smirked. “He thinks he should have that seat.”

“Yeah, I got that impression.”

He took a sip of his beer and looked at me. “You’re gonna have to deal with him at some point.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I know. Something’s bothering me, though.”

“What is it?”

“When I mentioned the situation with Flannigan, Bryan didn’t seem all that curious about it,” I said. “Call me paranoid, but he didn’t seem surprised when I mentioned the man’s name either.”

“Ya thinkin’ he’s already workin’ with him?”

I shrugged. “Can’t be entirely sure at this point,” I said, “but it wouldn’t surprise me.”

“We should probably have somebody keepin’ an eye on him if that’s the case.”

“Until we know where his loyalties are, we’ll just have to be careful about what we say around him.”

Emmett nodded. “To say the least.”

“I have to tell you that I don’t like this,” I said. “The very idea of ordering a hit goes against everything I stand for. I’m a lawyer, Emmett, not a killer.”

He nodded. “You’re a lawyer, yeah,” he replied, “but you’re also the boss of the O’Brien syndicate. The two worlds mix about as well as oil and water, lad.”

“This is a temporary thing, Emmett,” I said. “I’m only keeping the seat warm until my brother is here.”

“And what if he’s not here? Ever??”

“That’s the million dollar question. I’ve asked myself countless times already, and I still don’t have the answer.”

“Aye.”

It was an ugly, uncomfortable truth and I knew eventually, I’d have to answer it. That day wasn’t here yet, and I could afford to punt it a little further down the line. At least, for now.

“Not something I have the time to deal with right now,” I said. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it, Emmett.”

He shrugged. “Fair enough, I suppose,” he said. “Don’t forget that bill’s gonna come due one day, lad.”

My chuckle was a little grim. “How could I when I have you here to remind me?”

“It’s a good point,” Emmett said, “but that brings us back to the bigger topic at hand. What to do about Flannigan?”

I sighed. “I meant it when I told the brothers that we were going to take him out,” I said. “It’s either him or me, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let him kill me first.”

“Good lad,” he replied. “So then, with that decision made, the question becomes how we’re going to make that a reality.”

“We need to find out where he is,” I said.

“Obviously,” Emmett said. “I’ve done a little digging around on my own.”

I looked over at him. “You did what?”

He shrugged. “I knew you were either gonna make this decision,” he said nonchalantly, “or I was going to take him out on my own. No way in hell I was going to let him get to you.”

Part of me thought I should be upset at Emmett for taking matters into his own hands, mostly because I knew that’s how Flynn would be. He was in control of everybody’s actions, and nobody made a move without his say-so.

But the truth of the matter was, I appreciated the fact that Emmett had my back. That he was watching out for me and helping take care of my blind spots—because I had a lot of blind spots. Not being a part of this life until Emmett had forced me into it, had left me unprepared to deal with the nuances of the job.

Which was why I was glad that he was looking out for me—I was doing a piss-poor job of looking out for myself.

“Thanks, Emmett,” I said. “I appreciate you watching my back. More than you know.”

“That’s my job, lad,” he said. “Anyway, as I was sayin’, I’ve been doin’ a little diggin’ and Flannigan is a hard man to find. He knows how to cover his tracks and be invisible when he wants to be.”

“Nobody’s invisible,” I said. “Everybody can be found. Everybody can be gotten to. If there is one thing being a defense lawyer has taught me, is that no one is ever as safe as they think they are. Especially not when you’re dealing with a determined enemy.”

“Careful, lad,” Emmett said. “You’re starting to sound like you’re growing into the job.”

I smirked at him. “Not really. Just doing what I need to do.”

“Well, I don’t know how we’re gonna do what we need to do when we can’t find the son of a bitch.”

“Let me work on that,” I said. “I’ve got a few contacts around the city that might be useful.”

Emmett nodded. “And when we find him, then what?”

“Then we’re going to flush him out, and put him down like the rabid old dog he is.”

He smiled wide and raised his glass. “Spoken like a true leader.”

I appreciated Emmett’s support and was thankful for his encouragement as well as his belief in me. I only hoped that when push came to shove, I’d be able to pull the trigger.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Maggie

“So, who are the goons?” Maya asked me.

I gave her a smile and a shake of my head. “Would you believe it if I told you they are my personal ego boosters?”

“Ego boosters?” She raised an eyebrow at me.

“Yup. We walk around town and they spit out personal affirmations on command.”

Maya laughed and threw a wadded up napkin at me. Aidan was off doing business, so I wasn’t going to see him tonight. It had been a while since I’d had a girl’s night out, so when Maya called, I was more than happy to go out for a few drinks with her.

We found ourselves at a little pub called the Blarney Stone. It was a popular neighborhood place where hipsters mingled with corporate types. It was upscale and trendy, but it wasn’t an authentic Irish pub. Not like the Golden Shamrock—the gritty neighborhood pub I knew Aidan to frequent with his brothers. But then, they didn’t have the same element in the Blarney Stone that they did at Shamrocks, which tended to make it safer.

“Seriously, what’s up with the bodyguards?” she asked. “You going Hollywood on me or something?”

I grinned at her but hesitated before I spoke. I obviously couldn’t tell her about Aidan and the syndicate. Couldn’t tell her about the threat to Aidan’s life—basically, I couldn’t tell her anything about my life with Aidan at all. I had to choose my words very, very carefully.

“Aidan’s just being careful,” I said. “He has some nut threatening him, and since he has some guys following him around, he thought that it’d be best if he had somebody keeping an eye on me, too. Better safe than sorry, I guess.”

All in all, it wasn’t a lie. Amon was a nut, and he was threatening Aidan’s life. So I hadn’t really lied to Maya. I’d simply omitted a few things. Yeah, I could rationalize and justify just about anything when I put my mind to it.

“Wow,” Maya said. “An unsatisfied client, huh?”

I grinned. “Yeah, something like that.”

A waitress dropped off a couple of fresh drinks for us and bustled away, very pointedly giving Gary and Peter an up and down glance. She was clearly interested in them, and I couldn’t blame her. They were big, strong, fit, good looking men. I had no doubts both of them did very well with the ladies.

To their credit, they stayed professional and ignored the perky little waitress and kept their focus on me. They stood statue still, but their eyes were constantly moving, searching out any potential threats anywhere around me.

They were right when they told me to pretend they weren’t there. It had taken a little time, but I’d gotten used to them being my shadows. I thought they were both really nice guys. We talked a lot, and it was more like they’d become friends rather than guys paid to risk their lives for me. But that familiarity and comfortable rapport I had with them made me feel a lot better about them being around.

“So, tell me about this boss of yours,” she said. “You two have been spending a lot of time together lately.”

I couldn’t stop the heat from rising in my cheeks. I looked away, unable to meet her eyes. I hadn’t told anybody about this—thing—between Aidan and me. Of course, I’d wanted it for a long time, but now that I had it—I didn’t want to talk about it and jinx it.

“Come on, girl,” Maya giggled. “Don’t be holdin’ out on me now. I know something’s going on between you and that sexy Irishman. Give me the dirt!”

“There’s no dirt to give!” I said.

“Yeah, right,” she replied. “So, you blush like that for no reason, huh?”

I put my hand to my cheek and felt how hot my skin was. Yeah, I was really convincing. I was pretty sure a blind man could see me blushing and would be able to tell I wasn’t being truthful. But then, I wasn’t about to tell her that our relationship—such as it was—came about because of a dead body in his office.

If it hadn’t been for the assassin’s failed attempt to kill Aidan, he never would have seen how valuable I could be, he never would have watched me as closely as he had, and he may never have noticed me in the way that he did. It wasn’t much of a stretch to say that if not for the corpse in his office, I could have worked for him until I was old and gray and never attracted his attention the way I had.

I sighed. “Honestly, I don’t know what’s going on,” I said. “It’s like…there’s something there between us, but it’s really too early to call it one thing or another.”

“Ahhh—so, you’re just banging him then?”

“Maya!” I said, but couldn’t hold back the tide of laughter that came spilling out.

“What? It’s an honest question!”

“It’s a terrible question,” I said, my laughter starting to subside.

Maya took a sip of her drink, clearly enjoying the fact that she’d made me squirm. That was Maya though. As long as I’d known her—which was most of my life now—she’d always taken pride in being able to do that.

“Seriously though,” Maya started, “I hardly see you anymore. What’s going on with you and the Irishman?”

I shrugged. “We’re just taking things slowly,” I said. “We’re not rushing to slap a label on it or anything. We’re just enjoying spending time together right now.”

“Oh, come on,” she said. “You’ve been in love with this guy for years, babe. And you’re going to tell me now that you have him, you’re suddenly super casual about it? I know you, Mags. Why aren’t you doing cartwheels right now?”

“I did my cartwheels already,” I laughed. “I’m just trying to not get my hopes up. I have no idea how this is all going to pan out in the long run. It’s better that I keep things casual in my mind so I don’t get hurt down the line. Of course, I want something real and something lasting. But I need to be realistic about it, too. I need to be honest with myself.”

Maya’s eyes widened and she feigned shock. “Well, look at you,” she said. “When did my girl get all grown up and mature?”

I shrugged. “Fuck, I don’t know.” I snorted. “It wasn’t that long ago, I was writing his name in one of my notebooks and drawing big hearts around it.”

“That’s the Mags I know.”

We laughed together for a few minutes. It really was nice to see Maya again. It had been a month or so since the last time we’d gotten together. Life had been so busy and crazy that I didn’t realize how much I missed her until we were sitting together laughing once more.

“I have to go tinkle,” she announced. “I’ll be back, and then I expect the sexy gooey details. Aidan’s super-hot, all I’ve got waiting for me at home is my cat and something that requires batteries, so I need to live through you vicariously.”

She slid off her stool and headed toward the bathrooms at the back of the pub, leaving me there alone with my Manhattan and my thoughts. I glanced behind me to find Gary and Peter still sitting at the table drinking club sodas. They were far more casual around the office when it was just the three of us. When we were out in public, it was all business, and they were always on high alert, ready for action.

They both gave me a small smile and continued surveying the room—even though the danger inside the Blarney Stone was pretty much non-existent. I’d spent enough time here to know, at least well enough to say hi, most of the bartenders and even some of the regulars. If I was in danger, it wouldn’t be here.

“You guys should relax and have a beer,” I said. “I really doubt anything’s going to happen here.”

“As much as I’d like to,” Gary said, “I can’t. Gotta keep my wits about me—all of them.”

“Thanks, you guys,” I said. “You both make me feel incredibly safe.”

They both gave me a nod and then switched back into guard dog mode. I took another sip of my drink, listening in on all the conversations around me. The things people talked about in the open never ceased to amaze me. There was way more drama in the real world than in an average soap opera.

“Hey, what’s up, babe?” came a man’s voice.

I froze, adrenaline shooting through my body and my heart stuttering drunkenly. I expected to see Aidan’s brother standing there, but when I looked up I found some random guy about my age standing at the table. He had brown hair, brown eyes, and was pretty average in every way. Judging by the way he swayed on his feet, he’d had a little more than enough to drink.

The man gave me a wide smile and had an expression on his face that was more than a little suggestive as he looked me up and down.

“You and me, we should go somewhere a little quieter to talk,” he said, giving me a salacious little smile. “Get to know each other a little better.”

“Yeah, no thanks. Not interested.”

“Come on, baby,” he said. “Don’t be like that.”

“She said she’s not interested,” came Gary’s deep voice.

“It’s time for you to go, now,” Peter added.

Both men were suddenly flanking me, pressed close to my table. The man looked at them, giving them a stupid grin.

“What, are you her dads or something?” he scoffed.

“Something like that,” Gary said. “Now, beat it. She’s not interested.”

“I think that’s for her to decide,” the man pressed.

“She decided already,” Peter said. “She told you she’s not interested. So, if you don’t turn around and walk away right now, I’ll personally escort you out.”

“And trust me,” Gary added, “I’ve seen him escort idiots out before. It’s never pretty. You’re going to want to turn around and get out of here on your own.”

“You guys don’t scare me, you know,” he said, his face darkening.

“Then you’re stupider than you look,” Peter said.

The man opened his mouth to speak, but Peter didn’t let him. He stepped forward and grabbed the guy by the collar of his shirt, dragging him toward the door. The man fought against Peter’s grip, but couldn’t manage to break it. Peter dragged him across the bar and out the front door in no time flat. Peter passed by the pub’s bouncer, saying something to him I couldn’t hear—something that made the bouncer laugh and shake his head.

“You okay?” Gary asked.

I nodded. “Yeah, I’m good. Thanks. I think that guy was pretty harmless, though.”

He smiled. “When you’ve been in this gig as long as I have,” he said, “you learn pretty quick that nobody is harmless. Nobody.”

“Then it’s a good thing I have you and Peter here to watch my back,” I said and smiled.

“Indeed, it is, Maggie,” he said, returning my smile. “Indeed, it is.”


Chapter Thirty

Maggie

“It was great getting to hang out with you again, babe,” Maya said as she pulled me into a tight embrace.

I squeezed her back, enjoying every moment of being with her again. Maya was one of my dearest friends and as we embraced, I realized just how much I’d missed her. We were standing outside the Blarney Stone, having spent a few hours inside drinking and catching up. I felt a little guilty for making Gary and Peter hang out in a bar when they couldn’t even indulge in a beer for so long. But if either of them seemed bothered by it, they gave no indication.

“We’re not going to let so much time go by until our next night out,” I said. “I promise.”

Maya looked me in the eye. “You swear it?”

I held up my pinky—a silly, immature thing we’d done for longer than I could recall. “Pinky swear.”

She wrapped her own pinky around mine and squeezed as she laughed. “It’s a deal then. You’re bound by the oath of the almighty sisterhood pinky swear.”

“That I am. Happily.”

“Okay, babe,” she said. “Until next time then. Text me!”

“I will. Promise.”

Maya turned and walked down the sidewalk toward her car. I was sad to see her go and was already looking forward to our next outing. Before I knew it, Gary and Peter were standing on either side of me, an intimidating wall of humanity, and I felt positively tiny standing between them.

“She seems like a nice lady,” Peter remarked.

“She’s the best,” I said. “I’ve known her forever and just love her to bits.”

I looked up at the two men who were towering over me and couldn’t help but notice that Gary’s eyes remained fixed on Maya’s retreating form. I glanced down at their hands and noticed that Peter was sporting a ring while Gary was not. A slow smile spread across my face.

“You know,” I said. “Maya thought you were pretty hot. If you wanted—”

“—he wants,” Peter interjected.

Gary shot him a look, and I could see the color rushing into his face. It was adorable to see a man his size flustered like that.

“Is that true, Gary?” I teased.

He looked at me briefly before quickly looking away and clearing his throat. “I uhhh— thought she was really nice,” he said. “And she’s definitely gorgeous.”

“Just say the word, and I can make this happen,” I said. “I’ve been known to play a pretty good matchmaker.”

Peter nudged Gary in the ribs and laughed. Gary stood there looking ten shades of embarrassed, and I joined in with Peter’s laughter.

“I’d definitely be interested in talking to her,” he said. “If she’d be interested in talking to me.”

“Well, let me work a little magic then,” I said.

He cleared his throat again. “Thanks, Maggie,” he said. “I can’t believe I feel like some stupid high school kid about this.”

“I can’t believe you’re acting like one,” Peter said and grinned.

“Eat shit,” Gary said playfully and punched him in the arm.

“Well, boys,” I said, “I suppose it’s time to get me home before I turn into a pumpkin.”

“Our pleasure.”

They walked me back to the black SUV they’d chauffeured me to the pub in and checked it out before letting me climb inside—nobody could ever say these two weren’t thorough and true professionals. Once I got the all clear, I climbed in and let them worry about the driving. It was nice to be able to sit in the back seat and relax while somebody else dealt with the idiot drivers on the road.

Almost half an hour later, they pulled the SUV to a stop in front of my place and got out, flanking the door before they opened it and let me out.

“You know, a girl could get used to this kind of life.”

“Well, we’re glad to be of service, m’lady.” Gary bowed to me.

I laughed as another SUV pulled up behind us. Gary and Peter crowded in front of me, pushing their coats back and resting their hands on their weapons, ready to pull them at a moment’s notice. The headlights on the other vehicle went out, and two men got out of the car.

“Paranoid much, boys?” said the man who’d been driving—I believed his name was Tony.

Gary relaxed and laughed, “Nah, not once I saw it was you. You’re about as worrisome as your average five-year-old.”

“Funny,” Tony said, “because I hear that’s how you’re hung.”

Peter cleared his throat and when I turned to him, I saw that he was very pointedly looking at me—as if reminding them there was a lady present. Gary and Tony straightened up, the expression on their faces both embarrassed and apologetic.

“Sorry, ma’am.” Tony gave me a small nod.

“Me, too,” Gary offered.

“Puh-lease, do you really think I’m such a delicate little flower that I’d be offended by that?” I scoffed. “Pull your panties up and relax.”

The four men around me laughed—though the laughter was a bit nervous from the two newcomers. They’d been on my detail before, but they were a little less personable than Gary and Peter. I didn’t have the same rapport or level of comfort with them. They were far more business-like in their approach to guarding me. Which was fine. I had faith that they would do the job well. It would have been nice to be a little more comfortable with them.

“We’re here to relieve you,” Tony said. “We’ll be looking out for you the rest of the night, ma’am.”

Gary checked his watch and stifled a yawn. “Sounds good,” he said and then looked at me. “We’ll be back in the morning, Maggie.”

I reached out and squeezed his hand. “Thanks. And tomorrow, I’ll shoot Maya a text,” I said and shot him a wink.

He seemed to color again but turned away quickly before the other two men could comment on it. I walked with Tony and the other man whose name I couldn’t recall but thought it might be Chris, up the walk to my place. As per usual, I waited at the door with maybe-Chris, while Tony went inside and swept the place. A couple of minutes later, he came back out and gave me a smile.

“All clear,” he said. “You’re free to go inside.”

“Thank you,” I replied. “I appreciate it.”

He nodded. “We’ll be out here all night if you need us. Just give us a shout.”

I nodded and went inside, closing and locking the door behind me. I went through the house, still on a high from having had such a great evening. I checked my phone but didn’t see any messages from Aidan. I hoped he was doing okay and that he was safe. I figured I’d shoot him a text once I got out of the shower.

Making sure that all my windows and curtains were closed, I turned on my iPod, stripped down and hopped into the shower. As the warm water cascaded down over my body, I sang along feeling really good about life, which was an accomplishment given the fact I was living like a prisoner of sorts. The fact that I was being watched all day, every day, and never truly had time alone felt pretty prison-ish.

At least I had them watching my back, and Amon wasn’t going to be able to sneak up on me.

I got out of the shower and dried off, still singing along with the music—albeit with a little less volume. I didn’t want the two security guards outside to hear me caterwauling away. They might think I was in distress and come busting in to help.

Dried off, I put my hair up in my towel to dry, slipped on a pair of yoga pants and a long-sleeved t-shirt. It wasn’t quite eleven o’clock yet, so I figured I’d end my evening by indulging in some delicious ice cream and a little Netflix before I turned in. It sounded like a perfect end to what had been a fantastic evening.

I walked from my bedroom toward the kitchen, and I was overcome with the sensation that something was off. I stopped in my darkened living room trying to puzzle it out, when it hit me. My darkened living room. When I’d hopped into the shower, my living room had been lit. My lamps had been on. Which meant that somebody turned the lights out.

I stood there, frozen with fear in the darkness of my living room. I heard breathing and realized I wasn’t alone. Blood rushed to my head, and I stumbled to turn on the light. I wanted to scream but the words wouldn’t come out. “Tony?” I croaked out. “Are you in here?” I ran my hand along the wall until I found the switch and flipped the light on.

“Hello, love,” the man said, a wide smile stretching across his face. It was the guy from the pub—the one Gary and Peter had escorted out.

My heart raced, he was gonna kill me–or worse! I opened my mouth to scream for Tony when he crossed his legs and had a very gun on his thigh, staring at it for a moment before giving me a menacing look.

“Might want to think twice about doing that, love,” he said in his thick Irish accent—an accent he didn’t have back at the pub. “Besides, it’s not like it’ll do you much good anyway.”

“Who are you? What do you want?” I turned to look at the door. I could make a run for it, but he’d probably shoot me in the back. Fuck! What’s worse? Oh my God, what do I do? Fuck. Shit. Where the hell is Tony?

“Tony!”

The man smirked. He was evil, I could see it in his eyes. “Tony’s not gonna help ya, lass. He and I go way back.”

Tony betrayed me. He’d allowed this man into my home. “So, what do you want? Why are you here?”

He cocked his head. “It’s not about what I want,” he said. “It’s about what the boss wants. And what the boss wants is a little face time with you.”

“Why?”

“Aidan is taking too long to do the smart thing. He needs a little—encouragement.”

“I think you’re overestimating my importance to him,” I said. “Do you really think he’d sell out for me? I think you’re overplaying your hand.”

He shrugged. “That’s above my paygrade, love,” he said. “My job is to give the boss what he wants, and right now, lovey, he want’s you.”

“So, you’re Amon’s goddamn lap dog? Is that what this is?”

He smiled that creepy smile again. “It’s a livin’, love,” he said. “It’s a livin’.”

I shivered, not only was his glare evil, the way he laughed was like a horror movie. There was so much adrenaline surging through my body, I was vibrating. I was trapped. At least I knew he needed me and wasn’t going to kill me—yet. There was no way I was getting out of this mess.

“I guess we should probably get goin’ then, eh love?” he asked.

I said nothing as he stood up, but felt my skin crawling as he looked me up and down appraisingly. He licked his lips and made a very obvious show of adjusting himself.

“You’re disgusting,” I said.

He laughed. “Well, you’re every bit as lovely as the boss said you were.”

“Fuck you,” I snapped.

“I’m saving that for later, babe,” he replied. “The boss already said I could have every sweet little piece of ya I wanted. And I want, love. Aye, how I want that sweet arse.”

He pulled my hands behind my back, mumbling something about being sorry as he used some plastic ties to handcuff me. He leaned in, booze on his breath and bile came up in my throat. The creeper ran his scratchy lips down my neck and kissed me there causing me to jerk away as fast as I could.

“Stop it!” I yelled, beyond terrified and didn’t know what to do. I knew Aiden would kill this man when he found out, but until then, I had to find a way to get free on my own.


Chapter Thirty-One

Aidan

“Jason, thanks for calling.”

He slid into the booth across from me and nodded. “Of course,” he said. “I thought we should get together. I have something you might find interesting.”

I looked around a little nervously. I only contacted Jason over a burner phone, but he said he needed a face to face with me, so we set a meet at an out of the way coffeehouse—a place I didn’t think I’d be recognized.

The waitress came and took our order, disappearing for a few minutes before she returned with our coffee and pastries. She set them down, gave us a courteous smile, and then vanished again. It was a busy morning in the coffee shop with lots of people demanding attention. While I was glad to have the cover of a busy shop, it made spotting potential threats more of a problem.

“So, what’s up?” I asked.

He slid an envelope across the table to me. “Everything you need to prove Flynn’s innocence is right there.”

I stared at the envelope as if it were a bomb ready to blow up in my face. I was hopeful, yet scared of it at the same time. It was what I wanted. What I needed. However, it was also going to force me to confront that question I’d been kicking down the road—what was I going to do if my brother refused to come back?

Jason laughed, “You look like you’re staring down the barrel of a gun. I thought you’d be pleased.”

“Oh, I am,” I sighed. “I’m just a little surprised I got the answer so quickly. I thought it would’ve taken a while longer.”

Jason cocked his head and looked at me. “You didn’t think Flynn was innocent, did you?”

It was something I’d asked myself a number of times before and then immediately felt guilty for asking the question of myself. I wanted to believe in Flynn’s innocence so bad that I’d talked myself into not even questioning it. However, when Jason presented me with proof that he was, in fact, innocent, the enormous wave of relief that washed over me told me that there was some small piece of me that hadn’t been convinced.

“So, who’s the snitch?” I asked. “And how did you find out?”

“Colin,” he said. “Finding out for sure wasn’t easy. But I squeezed some contacts I have in the PD and sure enough, he was on their payroll. That envelope has logs, recordings, transcripts—everything you need to clear Flynn.”

“Aye,” I stared at the envelope in stunned disbelief. “Jason, thank you.”

He laughed. “You won’t be thanking me when you get my bill, brother. I had to call in all the markers I had to get the information.”

“I’ll pay it happily,” I replied. “You have no idea.”

He nodded and his smile grew smaller. “I think I have an idea.”

I put my hand on the envelope, not knowing why I needed to touch it, just knowing that I did. Maybe it was to make sure it was real. That it wasn’t some hallucination or fever dream I was having. The paper of the envelope was cool beneath my hand and most importantly, it was solid. Tangible evidence.

As much as I was thrilled to have the proof in hand, I had to snap my mind back to the here and now. I had another problem I needed Jason’s help with. A bigger, more serious, and far more pressing problem.

“I was glad that you called. It was fortuitous, really,” I said. “I have another job for you.”

“Always happy to cash your checks, bro.”

“I need you to find somebody for me.”

“That’s my specialty.”

I took a sip of my coffee and set the cup back down on the table. “Amon Flannigan. He’s here in Chicago, and he’s gunning for me.”

Jason took a bite of his pastry and nodded. “And you want to get to him before he gets to you.”

“Precisely,” I said, “but listen, I have to be up-front here. This job may not be easy. In fact, this job may be very dangerous. Flannigan’s a bad guy—deadly, and he’ll be heavily armed.”

Jason shrugged. “Nothing I can’t handle, I’m sure.”

I smirked at him. “This isn’t some drunk wife beater, Bell,” I said. “I really want you to watch your back here. The last thing I want is for you to end up face down in the lake.”

“Believe me, that’s the last thing I want,” he said. “I’ve had my eye on this new Aston Martin, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to die before I bring that baby home.”

“Well, like I said, just watch your back.”

“Will do.”

We finished our coffee and pastries amid some small talk. I’d worked with Jason on a number of my cases and had developed a real rapport with him. I liked him quite a lot and found him to be a terrific conversationalist. He was intelligent, well-read, and knowledgeable about a lot of different things.

“Why did you end up becoming a PI?” I asked.

He shrugged. “After I got out of the Marines, I really didn’t know what to do with myself,” he said. “I wasn’t cut out for the corporate world, and I’m not the type who wants to punch a clock for a living. I prefer to keep my own hours, my own counsel, and answer to nobody.”

“I can relate to that.”

“Plus, I’ve got some skills that are useful in this field, but wouldn’t really be applicable in a corporate boardroom, you know?”

I laughed. “That makes sense.”

“Tell me something,” he said. “Given your family’s—history—why did you opt for a life on the straight and narrow? Seems to go against —tradition.”

I chuckled. “Probably because it does go against tradition,” I said. “I’ve always been fascinated by and had a profound respect for the law. A life of crime never appealed to me. I saw the things my dad and my brother were into and it just didn’t seem like the life I wanted to live. I wanted to make a difference, law was my path to do that.”

“And yet, they pulled you in anyway.”

“Temporarily.”

Jason chuckled. “Temporarily?” he arched an eyebrow at me. “What if Flynn doesn’t come back? Even now that you’ve got the evidence to clear him?”

“He’ll come back. My father isn’t going to be around much longer, so he’ll be back.”

Jason shrugged. “From what I gathered, he’s living a pretty sweet life out in LA,” he said. “Under an alias, of course. But he’s happy and may not be interested in a return engagement.”

“LA?”

He nodded. “Yeah, I figured he’d gone international,” he said, “but my contacts sent me photos and everything. It’s him. All of that is in the dossier in that envelope.”

Los Angeles. I’d always assumed he’d go back to Ireland. But it made sense, given the reach of the brothers—they’d no doubt have been able to find him there. Barring Ireland, I’d also expected him to go international. I never expected that he’d wind up in Southern California—especially given how often he’d said he hated the mere thought of Los Angeles.

But then, maybe that was the point—nobody would have expected him to turn up there.

I sighed. “Right now, I need to focus on staying alive and getting to Flannigan.”

Jason nodded. “I’m on the case, boss. I’ll get you some intel ASAP. Don’t worry, I’m not gonna let him get to you first, Aidan. If I did, how am I ever gonna get that Aston Martin?”

He laughed, and I couldn’t help but join in. It was a very welcome break in the tension and stress that had been building up like a coming storm.

“I appreciate you having my back,” I said. “I know I’m in good hands.”

“That you are, brother. That you are.”


Chapter Thirty-Two

Aidan

I drove home from my meeting with Jason and strangely enough, was feeling rather optimistic about things. I had proof of Flynn’s innocence and with it, hopefully a path back to my normal life. A life I could spend dedicated to my law practice —and building something special with Maggie.

All I needed to do was get to Amon Flannigan and put him down before he got to me. Easier said than done.

There was the whole problem of finding him—which then led to the problem of putting him down. I wasn’t a fighter by nature, though I could take care of myself. But scrapping in a bar fight was a lot different than a gangland-style gunfight.

Which meant, enlisting the help of my men.

After my little dog and pony show, it shouldn’t be too difficult. They understood I meant business and I could be as hard and ruthless as any of them. The truth of the matter was, I needed them there just in case. I needed somebody to pull the trigger because I didn’t think, when push came to shove, I could actually do it.

Ordering somebody else to do it just sort of felt like the thing a crime boss would do. The most experience I had in running a crime syndicate was based on one question I asked myself often—what the fuck would Flynn do? He’d pass the order of execution off to one of his fuckin’ lackeys—he wouldn’t want Amon’s putrid blood staining his hands.

I weaved my way through traffic, a million different thoughts vying for my attention. There was so much on my plate, I didn’t know where to start. It was a little overwhelming.

“Okay, take a deep breath,” I said to myself. “Prioritize.”

It was an old trick I used when things were getting to be too much to handle. I forced myself to slow down and compose a list of everything flashing through my mind—and then assign a priority number to it. It was an old trick but had gotten me through law school and plenty of cases throughout my career.

Flynn wasn’t my priority, although he was eating up plenty of brain space. Talking to him about coming back wasn’t going to prevent our so-called half-brother from putting a bullet in me. That was what sat at the top of the list.

Not knowing where Amon was hiding meant I was going to have to be patient and wait for Jason to get back to me. I knew it was only a matter of time before he found him, Jason really was good at what he did. So, that was something else that was out of my control. Another thing I could push down the priority list.

That left rallying the brothers together and coming up with a plan as my biggest priority. Second biggest, actually. My biggest priority was to get Maggie somewhere safe. I had a feeling things were about to get nasty, and I wanted her as far away from the blast zone as possible. I’d feel better knowing that she was safe and out of harm’s way.

Of course, Maggie being Maggie, I knew she wasn’t going to like it—not that she had a choice. She wasn’t one to hide from trouble, instead, she seemed to embrace it. Too eagerly for her own good most of the time.

But, suffice to say, Maggie had never dealt with killer gangsters before. Not until she walked in on a dead body. Shite could happen to her that I had no control over. She needed to go away at least until the deed was done. I had a feeling it was going to be an all-out war, and the last thing I wanted was for her to be caught in the crossfire. I’d be able to do my job a hell of a lot better and bring this to an end if I knew she was safe and sound, tucked away in a secure location.

Like it or not, she was just going to have to understand.

With that decision made, I was beginning to feel more settled about things. Not that I felt good about any of this—after all, my life was on the line. I turned the corner toward my office and the phone rang. I punched the Bluetooth button on the display to put the call through to my car speakers.

“Aidan O’Brien.”

“Aidan, it’s Maggie.”

My heart seized up in my chest and a knot in my belly constricted painfully. I could hear the terror in her voice in just those three words.

“Mags, what’s wrong?”

“Aidan, I—”

“Aidan O’Brien,” Amon’s voice filled the interior of my car. “How’re ya doing, mate?”

Just the sound of his voice sent a rush of ice through my veins as a deep, abiding rage filled my heart. Fucking Amon. He had Mags. I was trembling with anger and was having a hard time staying focused on the road. A black truck honked at me, snapping my attention back to the road and making me swerve back into my lane.

“Careful now, mate,” Amon laughed. “We don’t want you wrecking out. Or at least, Maggie here doesn’t want you to.”

I pulled over to the side of the road and slammed my car into park, letting it car idle as I tried to get myself under control. I was terrified for Mags and enraged at the fuckin’ piece of shite.

“What the fuck are you doing? What do you want with her?” I spit out through gritted teeth.

“Speeding things up a bit, mate.”

“Let Maggie go. Where are you?”

“Aye mate, if I told ya, I’d have to kill her.”

“You feckin’ son of a bitch, I swear on my mother’s grave if you touch her—”

“Aye. So she means more to you than she thinks she does. Beautiful lass ya got here.”

I took a deep breath, I had to think this out clearly. I didn’t want them touching her, but I had no idea where they were. If I pushed too hard they’d kill her. I had to keep my cool. “Okay.” I breathed out. “What do you want?

“You’re taking a wee bit too long to step down for my liking. Plus, if I know you, and I think I do, you’re looking for a way to get the drop on me instead of actually stepping down and giving me full control.”

“What makes you think I’m doing that?”

“Oh, I dunno, lad. I guess if I were in your shoes, I’d probably be mad as hell that I showed up at your house and threatened you. Maybe I’d channel that rage into riling up the brotherhood and setting them after me like a pack of hounds. Sounds like something I’d do.”

Though I was nearly blind with rage, coherent thought continued to fire through my brain. I realized he was taunting me —and also telling me exactly how he knew what I was up to. We had a mole inside feeding him information. Emmett was right.

Because he knew I was mobilizing against him, he’d snatched up Maggie to force my hand.

“What do you want?”

“Same thing as I wanted before—you’re going to step down from the brotherhood,” he said. “Except now that I know you’ve been plotting against me, you’ve hurt my feelings. Which means that a simple abdication isn’t going to do.”

“Then what do you want?”

“Your head,” he said. “You’re going to trade your life for Maggie’s.”

“Aidan, don’t—” Maggie screamed.

I heard the sound of a sharp slap followed by Maggie crying and I pounded my fist against the steering wheel. I’d never felt so useless or powerless in my life.

“Put your hands on her again and I am going to tear your fecking heart out.”

His smug laughter filled my car, and I wanted to punch something more in that moment than I ever had before in my life.

“Aww. That’s sweet, Aidan,” he said. “Really, it is. But your impotent little threats don’t scare me.”

“This is between you and me, Amon,” I said. “Leave her out of this.”

“Oh, I’m afraid it’s too late for that,” he said. “She’s into this far too deep already, mate. And because she’s under your protection, it makes sense for her to make some sacrifices. Just like we all do.”

“Amon, if you—”

“Now, what did I tell you before about your silly little threats,” he chided me. “No need for that.”

“Let her go.”

“I’ll be happy to let her go,” he said. “Just as soon as I fuck every sweet tight hole of your beautiful little lass and have you face down in a puddle of your own blood. Seems like a fair trade to me, wouldn’t you say? Or would you like to watch? I don’t mind.”

I couldn’t believe this was happening, and I didn’t know what to do. I took a deep breath and let it out, giving myself a moment to focus. Everything was spinning out of control and I needed to stop it, take hold of it, and figure this shite out. If I didn’t, either Maggie or I was going to end up dead.

“You still there, mate?” I could hear the amusement in his voice. The lunatic was getting off on this shite.

“Fine,” I answered. “My life for hers. When and where?”

“I’ll text you the details,” he said. “Just be sure you come alone.”

“No, that won’t be happening,” I said.

“Excuse me?”

“I’m bringing somebody with me to make sure you hold up your end of the bargain.”

Amon laughed. “Not the trusting sort, are ya, lad?”

“Trust you? Not a fucking chance.”

“Fair enough,” he said. “You bring a bloke, and I’ll bring a bloke just to be sure everybody’s on the up and up. Happy?”

“Fine.”

“Wait for my text.”

He disconnected the call and I sat there on the side of the road trembling. Fear? Rage? I didn’t know. I just knew I had to get to Maggie before they did horrible things to her.


Chapter Thirty-Three

Aidan

“Where’s he keeping her?”

“Fuck if I know,” Bryan sneered.

After my conversation with Amon, I called Emmett to give him the heads up—and to order him to snatch Bryan and tuck him away somewhere discretely. It was time we had a talk. Emmett grabbed him and tied him to a chair in the basement below the Shamrock. It was quiet, private, and we’d be able to do whatever we needed to extract the information from him without fear of being discovered or overheard.

“So, you’re telling me you don’t know where that feckin’ piece of shite’s keeping her?” I asked.

“I’ve told you already, I don’t.”

“But ya aren’t denying you know him?” Emmett asked.

“I don’t know what the fuck you’re goin’ on about,” he said. “Untie me right now, and I won’t feel compelled to bring all this shite up with the brothers.”

Bryan looked from Emmett to me and then at the floor. It was clear he was lying. It was also clear I wasn’t going to get answers out of him just by asking. Emmett looked at me, unsure what to do—what I wanted him to do. But this was something I was going to have to do on my own.

I pulled the gun out of my pocket and put it against Bryan’s forehead. His eyes widened, and he began to tremble as he looked into my eyes.

“Aidan, wait,” he said. “Don’t do something stupid, brother. I didn’t do nothin’. You don’t need to do this.”

“Then tell me what I want to know,” I said. “How long have you been working for Amon? How much have you told him?”

He shook his head, sweat beginning to bead on his brow. “I don’t know who you’re talking about. I swear it.”

I lowered the gun and watched as a wave of relief immediately washed over his face. With a small, grim grin tugging at one corner of my mouth, I lowered the barrel of the pistol, put it against this thigh, and pulled the trigger. He screamed like a banshee, but thanks to the soundproofing on the walls—not to mention, a busy and naturally loud pub upstairs—nobody could hear him.

With his hands bound to the arms of the chair, he couldn’t clutch his wounded leg, and the blood spilled into a small pool on the floor beneath him. I’d never shot anybody before, and though I knew I should feel something like guilt or remorse—all I felt was rage.

“Let me ask you again,” I said. “How long have you been working for him?”

Bryan wasn’t an idealist. He was an opportunist. And a coward. Because he, and possibly some of the other brothers, thought me weak and ineffective, it wasn’t all that surprising to see them flock to somebody they thought would be a strong leader. Amon. Emmett had been right all along.

“Tell me or I swear to God, I’ll blow a hole in the other leg,” I said.

“A couple of weeks,” Bryan screamed. “I’ve been working for him for a couple of weeks. He promised to make me his number two if I did.”

“You’re a feckin’ eegit,” Emmett snarled. “You cowardly piece of shite.”

“Where’s he keeping her?”

“I don’t fuckin’ know. I don’t know shite. But you gotta get me to the hospital.”

“You’re gonna bleed out unless you give me something I can use,” I said through gritted teeth.

He shook his head as tears streamed down his face. “I don’t know anything,” he moaned. “All I was told to do was tell him everything you were up to. C’mon mate, this fuckin’ hurts. I need some help.”

“How did you report to him?” I asked. “Where?”

He shrugged. “Sometimes on a burner. Other times, I met him at his place.”

Bingo. “Where is his place?”

Bryan shook his head, his misery apparent. “I can’t tell you,” he said. “He’ll kill me.”

Emmett slapped him in the back of the head. “Wake up, stupid. If you don’t say anything, Aidan’s gonna kill you. You spill your guts, you may just walk out of this with your miserable, worthless skin intact.”

He sniffed loudly and continued to moan. But then, after a few well-placed fists to his jaw, he spilled his guts and gave us all the information I needed. I had to admit, busting him up a wee bit made the adrenaline flow and there was no stopping me now. I had the address—which was probably where he was keeping Maggie. At least, I hoped it was.

Emmett motioned for me to join him on the far side of the room. Giving Bryan another look, I walked over to Emmett. He leaned close to me and pitched his voice low so Bryan wouldn’t overhear us.

“You know you can’t leave him alive,” Emmett said. “You’ll never be able to trust him. And with what he knows about us and the organization, he could be a valuable commodity to somebody.”

I nodded. “Aye, I already figured that,” I said. “It’s not like he’s loyal to the brotherhood anyway.”

“Guys,” Bryan called out. “I’m getting lightheaded. I’m losing a lot of blood. Can you get me to the hospital now? Please?”

“You want me to do it, Aidan?”

I gave him a pointed look. “Nah, I think I need to take care of it myself.”

This was my battle, and as acting boss of the O’Brien syndicate, I realized it was my duty to spill a little blood to prove to my soldiers that I was on their side. Besides, Bryan had crossed the wrong fuckin’ O’Brien, and you didn’t fuck with an O’Brien and expect to live to tell about it. I figured out that no matter how clean I wanted my reputation to remain, it simply couldn’t be the case.

Not this time.

Emmett nodded and gave me a grim smile. I turned and walked back toward Brian, my stride confident and calculated, letting my anger and rage bubble up within me. I replayed the sound of Amon slapping Maggie and her crying, the sound of her terrified voice in my mind over and over again. By the time I reached Bryan, I was blind with rage.

He looked at me and knew he wasn’t walking out of that basement. He opened his mouth to say something, to probably beg for his life, but I slid the barrel of the gun into his mouth, and with my rage on a full rolling boil, pulled the trigger. The sound of the shot was muffled and a spray of crimson blood burst out of the back of his head. He slumped forward, completely still. Limp. Dead. No longer a problem.

Shite. I’d just killed a man, and the weird thing was I didn’t feel one ounce of guilt or remorse.

Guess I was an O’Brien after all.


Chapter Thirty-Four

Aidan

“Do you have eyes on him?”

I held the phone to my ear and leaned back in the seat. I was in a car with Emmett and David, the only two I could trust, a few streets away from Amon’s place, and I had Jason in place, watching him. He was positioned on the rooftop of a building across the street from Amon’s apartment. I checked my watch and saw that it was just after nine—my meeting with Amon was supposed to be at a warehouse in a sketchy part of the city at midnight.

Obviously, I had something else in mind entirely.

“Yeah,” Jason replied, “he’s in there. I see your girl, too. Looks like she’s okay.”

Thank God. The knot in my stomach hadn’t unclenched one bit since I’d heard her on the phone. The sheer terror in her voice was enough to nearly make me come undone. The only thing holding me together right now was knowing she needed me to be at my best. My sharpest. She needed me to keep my shite together long enough to pull her out of that fire.

“How many are in there with him?”

“I count three,” he replied.

So, there were four men we’d have to deal with. I imagined he had more men, probably getting set up at the warehouse to wait for me to show up.

“Okay, sit tight,” I said. “Let me know if they move.”

“You got it.”

I disconnected the call and looked out the window, trying to figure out what to do next.

“So, what’s the plan, boss?” Emmett asked from the front seat.

“Still trying to come up with one.”

“Why don’t we just take ‘em head on?” David asked.

“Head on?”

David looked at me in the rearview mirror and nodded. “Just go knock on the door and when they answer, kick it in and plug them all.”

“You make it sound so simple,” I said with a laugh.

“You know, it sounds crazy,” Emmett said, “but it just might work. I mean, you showing up at his place is probably the last thing he’s expecting. He thinks he’s got you over a barrel. His guard might be down just enough that we can get the drop on this asshole.”

I looked at the two men in the front seat. They knew about these things better than I did. My area of expertise was in the courtroom, not drawing up battle plans for gangland fights. These two had been in the life forever and undoubtedly knew more than I did. I knew I’d be wise to heed their advice.

“You really think it’ll work?” I asked.

“I think it might,” David said. “It may be the best shot we have to punch this guy’s clock. He gets you in a fight on his terms and he’ll have the upper hand. But he won’t be expecting us to show up here, which may give us an edge.”

I scratched my chin and let it all run through my mind. It sounded insane. Marching straight into his place and shooting him down seemed like the pinnacle of crazy. But then again, what they were saying wasn’t without some logic behind it. If I did what he wanted and met him at the warehouse, I was fighting on his terms. By taking the fight to him—in his own apartment—I’d be taking some of that control back.

It wasn’t much, but it might be enough.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s do it.”

We got out of the car and double checked all of our weapons. We were locked and loaded. I punched in Jason’s number and held the phone to my ear.

“Bell.”

“We’re heading into his place,” I said. “Keep an eye on things and let me know if the situation changes at all.”

“You got it,” he said. “I’ve got your back.”

“Thanks, Jason.”

I disconnected the call and dropped my phone into my pocket. I looked from Emmett to David and then back at Emmett again. Nervous energy battered my guts, but I knew this had to be done.

“You ready, boss?” David asked.

“About as ready as I’m going to be.”

We walked a couple of blocks and found ourselves in front of Amon’s building. We walked toward the front doors like we belonged there, and the doorman—a younger kid who looked bored out of his skull—held it open without a question and without so much as looking up at us. Given what we were about to do, I considered that a lucky break. David pressed some cash into the kid’s hand, and we continued through the lobby.

I cast my eyes around and noticed there were a few video cameras mounted to the walls. We were going to have to find a way to make those recordings disappear. The last thing I could afford was to be caught on tape.

“I know a guy who works for the security company,” David said, as if reading my mind. “Don’t worry, it’s not going to be a problem.”

We took the elevator up to the fourteenth floor and stepped off. David and Emmett walked in front of me as we headed down the hallway toward Amon’s door.

“You stay out of sight for a minute,” Emmett said. “Let us get our foot in the door before you do anything.”

I nodded but remained silent. I didn’t trust myself to speak because the knots in my stomach were tightening and I was sure my voice would crack if I said a word. My palms were damp, and under my jacket, I felt beads of sweat rolling down my back.

We arrived at the door, and Emmett motioned for me to step to the side so that only he and David would be visible through the peephole. I stepped out of sight as David rapped on the door. A long moment later, I heard a muffled voice through the door.

“Who the fuck are you?” Amon’s man asked.

“Tell Flannigan we’ve got some information about Aidan he’s going to want to hear,” Emmett said. “It’s about his little pow-wow tonight.”

David cut a nervous glance over at me as they waited. And waited. A full two minutes later, I heard the locks on the door disengaging. I slid my gun out of the holster on my belt and tightened my grip on it. The door opened and in one smooth motion, David raised his weapon and fired. His weapon was outfitted with a silencer, so it was barely louder than a muffled cough.

The body hadn’t even hit the floor yet, and they were moving inside. I followed them through the door, closing and locking it behind me. I quickly turned and followed them down the hallway toward the living room.

The look of surprise registered on the faces of Amon’s guards a split second before they both reached for their weapons. Emmett and David were raising their own guns when both of Amon’s men jerked forward. Their eyes widened in surprise and a moment later, both men pitched forward, falling onto the ground with a dull thud. Blooms of red seeped through the material covering both men’s backs. They lay completely still as pools of crimson spread out beneath them.

I looked at the tall, floor-to-ceiling windows behind them and saw two holes in the glass. Jason. Damn, he was badass. From across the street, he’d put two perfectly placed shots in Amon’s men. Apparently, expert marksmanship was one of those things in his skill set. Clearly, I was going to have to pay him a fat bonus for the assist.

Sitting in his chair, Amon laughed heartily and began to clap his hands. “Well done, brother. Well done. I have to say, I didn’t see that coming.”

I looked over at Maggie and though her eyes were wide and her face was streaked with tears, other than a bruise on her cheek from where Amon had hit her, she looked okay. I let out a sigh of relief and sent up a silent prayer of thanks.

I walked over to her and helped get her to her feet. A pair of plastic zip ties bound her hands, so I reached into my pocket and pulled out a knife and cut her free. I held her face in my hands, and her eyes fell shut as she reveled in the comfort of my safety. I delicately traced my thumb over that feckin’ bruise, and the sigh that fell from my lips—satisfied that she was safe—was only comforting for a moment. I released her from my hold, and she turned around and walked over to Amon, standing over him. He looked back at her, a bemused look on his face.

“You son of a bitch,” she snarled as she reared back and punched him hard in the face.

Amon’s face barely moved, although the crack of flesh meeting flesh echoed around the spartanly furnished room. Satisfied with her shot, Maggie stepped back to me, and I pulled her into a tight embrace. David and Emmett continued to stand with their guns trained on Amon.

“This is all very touching,” Amon sneered, “but can we get on with this?”

I kissed her on the forehead and stepped in front of Maggie, David and Emmett flanking me. “In a hurry to die, are ya?”

“Not particularly, no,” he said. “Though, you lads seem incredibly keen to do it, so there’s not much I can do about it, is there? You outwitted me. Bully for you.”

“David, can you please take Maggie down to the car?”

“You got it.”

She looked at me over her shoulder as David escorted her out of the apartment. I gave her a small smile and felt my heart lighten, knowing she was safe. When they’d gone, I stepped forward, keeping the image of the bruise on Maggie’s face fresh in my mind. I let the hatred I had for this man flow through me and fill me up.

“Last words?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Not really. Color me surprised, though, that you can do this to your own brother.”

“You’re not my brother,” I hissed. “You’re not my family.”

He smirked. “DNA would say otherwise, I fear, mate.”

“It takes more than DNA to make you family,” I said and raised my gun.

I had a moment of hesitation as I looked down into Amon’s eyes. He was smiling at me as if he knew I’d have a crisis of conscience about executing him. He didn’t think I’d be able to pull the trigger and would have to rely on somebody else to do my dirty work.

But then, he didn’t really know me at all.

He opened his mouth to speak, but I didn’t let him. I squeezed the trigger once, then twice, and then a third time for good measure. His head snapped backward, an explosion of blood and brain matter hitting the windows behind him. He slumped back where he sat, his head falling back before his entire body slid out of the chair and joined his men on the ground.

It was over. Maggie was safe, Amon was dead, and it was all over.

“You okay?”

I shook my head, trying to clear out the cobwebs that came out of nowhere to clog up my mind. I looked over at Emmett who was looking back at me with an expression of concern on his face.

“Aidan?” he asked. “You okay?”

I cleared my throat and looked at the pistol in my hand like it was a coiled snake, ready to strike. The smell of gunpowder was still thick in the air, and when I looked at Amon’s body, it was with a sense of satisfaction. My reaction to committing cold-blooded murder wasn’t anything like I thought it would be. In a lot of ways, I felt justified. Even righteous.

“Yeah,” I nodded. “I’m—fine. I’m actually fine.”

Emmett patted me on the back. “I knew you would be.”

He pulled out his cell phone and called on our guys to come clean up the mess. The place obviously needed to be sanitized. Amon wasn’t somebody who was going to be missed by anybody, but it wasn’t necessary to leave evidence of this massacre behind. It would lead to too many questions—questions I didn’t want to answer.

Finished with his phone call, Emmett and I walked out into the cool, Chicago night. I’d always loved my city and for some reason, as we walked back toward the car, I realized I’d never felt like such a real part of it. Not until now.

Having just betrayed every oath I’d ever taken by committing a murder, I wasn’t sure what that said about me. I was changing. I was evolving. Becoming something different. I wasn’t sure who or what I’d be when this transformation was complete, but for the first time, I knew I was going to be okay with it.


Chapter Thirty-Five

Maggie

I knew what Aidan had done. Having me escorted down to the car didn’t change the fact that I knew he’d killed a man. But what I hoped he understood was that I didn’t care. That I applauded him for doing it. Amon was a bad guy, and given what I’d heard when he was holding me captive, he had no plans to let me go. He was going to kill Aidan and whoever showed up with him, and keep me as his personal sex toy.

At least until he tired of me. After that, I had no idea what he was going to do with me.

But Aidan had made sure he didn’t get the chance. He saved me. It was strange, but I’d never felt more love for somebody than I did for Aiden—killer or not.

I knew he was a good man with a good heart. He proved that time and time again in the courtroom, and now in the bloody streets of Chicago. After he came outside, we’d got in the car and left and wound up at his place. Doors locked. Lights on. Security outside. Tony and the other security guy hadn’t been around lately and I didn’t know if that was Aiden’s doing or Amon’s. Aiden said if Tony had been a two-faced gobshite with him, he probably was with Amon as well. If Tony was lying face down in Lake Michigan, more power to him.

Aiden sat on the couch beside me with his phone in his hand. He looked at me and then back at the phone.

“What do you think?” he asked me.

I shrugged. “Not my call to make, baby. You’re the one this is going to impact the most.”

He sighed. “Yeah, I know.”

“Are you having second thoughts?”

He looked at me and for the first time, I saw uncertainty in his eyes. All this time, he’d been so focused and intent on the fact that he was going to clear Flynn’s name and turn over control of the syndicate to him. And yet, with all of that now in sight, I could see he was hesitant.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I think my biggest fear is not having the choice. What if he says no to returning?”

“What if he says yes?” I answered his question with another question. “Are you sure you want to give up the thug life and go back to being a boring old lawyer?”

He smiled and leaned over, kissing me on the forehead. “You sure you want to be with a boring old lawyer?”

“I just want to be with you,” I said. “I honestly couldn’t care less if you’re a lawyer, the head of the O’Brien syndicate, or both. You’re all I care about, Aidan.”

He gave me another smile and a soft kiss. Then he turned back to his phone and pressed call, putting it on speaker as it started to ring on the other end of the line. I felt his body tense up a bit when it was connected on the second ring.

“Aidan,” came Flynn’s voice. “I had a feeling you’d be calling. Good to hear from ya, brother.”

“It’s good to hear your voice too, Flynn,” he said. “I’ve been worried sick about ya.”

I took hold of Aidan’s other hand and gave it a squeeze. I could tell he was nervous, though I wasn’t sure why.

“No need to worry, mate,” he said. “I’m living a good life out here.”

“So I’ve heard,” Aidan said.

“You and Maggie need to come out for a visit soon,” he said. “Stay for a little while, and we can catch up.”

Aidan looked over at me, and I saw the questions in his eyes. How did Flynn know about us?

“How did you—”

Flynn’s laughter cut him off. “I’ve been keeping tabs on ya, brother,” he said, “and from what I understand, you’re developing into a fine leader of men.”

Aidan smiled and shook his head. “I’m just keeping your seat warm,” he said.

“No, brother,” Flynn replied, “you’re carving out your own niche. You’re making the syndicate your own, and I couldn’t be prouder.”

“But I have the proof that you’re innocent,” Aidan said. “You can come back and take your rightful spot at the head of the table.”

Flynn laughed softly. “I’m afraid that time has passed, brother,” he said. “I appreciate you working so hard on my behalf, but I don’t intend to come back. I’ve built something new out here, and I’m happy.”

Aidan leaned back on the couch, a look of stunned disbelief on his face. He looked as if his every waking nightmare was becoming a reality—and yet, I could see a small sliver of relief in his eyes. Maybe not every piece of him wanted to give up leadership.

“So, what are you saying, Flynn?” Aidan asked.

“I’m saying that you are the head of the whole organization. I’m never setting foot in Chicago again if I can help it. The job and the city are yours, brother. Treat it well.”

I squeezed Aidan’s hand a little harder and kissed the back of it. He looked at me with an expression that was inscrutable. I couldn’t tell if he was happy or terrified by the news.

“I also meant it when I said I want you and Maggie to come out and spend a little time with me,” he said. “I want to get to know this wonderful woman who puts up with you and spend some time with my little brother, of course. We need to make that happen very soon, brother.”

“We will,” Aidan said, sounding almost numb.

“Brilliant,” Flynn replied. “Listen, I have to run, but call me soon. Let’s get something set up. I want to catch up with you. It really has been too long.”

“Aye. It has,” Aidan said. “And I will.”

“Then we’ll speak again soon.”

“Aye. Love you, little brother.”

The call was disconnected, and Aidan sat there staring at the phone in his hand for a few minutes. Finally, he tossed the phone onto the couch next to him and stared off into the distance.

“You okay?” I asked.

He nodded. “I’m fine,” he said. “I’m just trying to wrap my head around all of this. I can’t believe he’s not coming back.”

“It doesn’t have to be a bad thing,” I said.

He sighed. “I don’t know how I’m going to balance being a lawyer—an officer of the court—with the things the syndicate is engaged in.”

I shrugged. “You learn to delegate,” I said, “and maybe you start steering the brotherhood in a different direction. Maybe in time, find a way to take them legit.”

He laughed. “I don’t know if I can ever pull that off. I don’t know if the syndicate is built to ever be legit.”

“We’ll figure it out,” I said. “One way or another, we’ll find a way to balance these two halves of your life. We’ll figure it out…together.”

Aidan looked at me and smiled. “With all this uncertainty and how terrified I am to face it, I’m glad I’m not facing it alone,” he said. “You are my rock and that beacon of light in the darkness for me, Mags. I don’t know how I ever got by without you before, but I’m glad I don’t have to do any of this alone.”

We sat there for a few minutes, marveling in being together. My phone buzzed, and I pulled it out of my purse. It was a text from Maya.

Where’s my man, girl?

I’d forgotten she approved of Gary, and I needed to get him her phone number. “Baby?”

“Mmm-hmm?”

“Is Gary outside? I have a phone number I need to give to him.” I giggled, remembering the conversation we’d had about Maya.

He picked up his phone and slid his finger across the screen. “Here, text it to him.”

I took the phone and sent him a message. She said yes, have fun and you owe me one! 555-0123

“Done!” I gave him a soft, chaste kiss and smiled at him. “I love you, Aidan O’Brien.”

“And I love you. Margaret Burke.”

We stared into each other’s eyes for a long moment and everything around us seemed to fall away—Amon, the syndicate, Flynn, everything. All that mattered was us. The life we were going to build together. No matter what we had to do, no matter how this all played out, I had hope. I was optimistic. Because I knew that whatever happened—good or bad—we’d do it together.

* * * *
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