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My name is Alek Miles, and in this city, power isn't given—it's taken. I didn't inherit my empire. I built it with ruthless precision, crushing anyone who stood in my way. Fear keeps men obedient. Respect keeps them loyal. And control? That keeps everything running exactly as I want.

Until Grace Morgan.

She doesn't belong in my world. Too headstrong, too reckless, too unaware of what it means to attract the wrong kind of attention—mine. From the moment she crossed my path, I knew keeping my distance wasn't an option. Not when she looks at me like I'm just a man, not a threat.

She doesn't understand the game she's playing, but that doesn't matter. Because I do. And no matter how much she resists, how hard she tries to escape it— Grace is mine now. 

Book 1 of 3 in The Dark Instincts Series — a pulse-pounding dark mafia romance where control, desire, and danger ignite.
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The calm we thought we had was brutally shattered by the old man's booming voice, his shout ripping through the air, hitting every wall like a warning shot. "Get to cover!" he bellowed, and just like that, the whole place went ice-cold.

Chaos exploded. Bullets zipped, glass shattered into dust. I ducked low behind the kitchen island, my pulse slamming hard against my ribs. A slug whizzed by my ear, so close I could hear its angry buzz. I cursed under my breath, a bitter taste of fear coating my tongue.

"We're hit!" Nikolai's voice cut through the noise, raw and tight, totally unlike his usual cool. Adrenaline hit me like a jolt. My brain immediately pulled up the emergency playbook: hidden caches, weapons prepped for a scramble.

In the thick of the gunfire, Raúl, one of our best, ghosted past the doorway. My hands flew, fumbling for something, anything, in the kitchen cabinets. Ridiculous, thinking I'd be safe without my actual gear. God, I was such an amateur. "Damn it, damn it," I muttered, wrestling with the lock. Then, with a loud thunk, the cabinet sprung open, showing off a Beretta 92FS. Solid. Reliable.

The cold weight of the Beretta in my palm, I moved fast into the living room. Nikolai and Matteo were already knee-deep in it, laying waste to the intruders. Our name was on the line, no quarter given. Nikolai had already dropped one, but two more were still firing, pushing hard.

"Where's everyone else?" I yelled. "Other side. Pop's got Hailey," Matteo shot back, his voice ragged. My finger tightened on the trigger, and I jumped into the fray. I double-tapped one of them, aiming for the center mass. He crumpled with a gasp, and the other one spun around, caught completely off guard. I didn't give him a second, just put another round straight into his chest.

Then Pop appeared, weapon up, Hailey secured. Bullets still flew, our men fighting like hell. No way these bastards were walking out of here alive. Vengeance was coming.

The air was thick with flying lead, a symphony of destruction. Gunpowder smoke burned my nose, sweat slicked my face. I felt the weight of it all, not just a son anymore, but a shield for everything we stood for. "Fall back! Staircase!" I roared, trying to pull some order out of the madness. It was a long shot, but they got it.

The air was choked with muzzle flash, impossible to see anything clearly. Pop fell back, looking for cover. "You good?" I yelled over the din. "Took a hit," he grunted back. I stopped shooting, sprinting to his side. Blood was blooming fast from his chest. "No, no, no," I mumbled, pressing hard to stop the gush. "Damn it, Pop! Fight!" I ripped off my shirt, shoved it against the wound. Useless. The blood just soaked through.

"Nikolai!" I roared. "Pop's down!" Nikolai and Matteo froze, pure shock on their faces. "Bastards," someone hissed, raw with fury. Matteo slapped a cloth over the gore. "You'll be okay, Pop," he choked out, trying to sound solid but barely holding it together.

Nikolai and I were back in the fight when Pop's voice, raspy and thin, sliced through the noise. "Alek..." he whispered, barely there. My stomach dropped. "Yeah, Pop?" I leaned in, every cell focused on him. "It's on you now. Run it all... promise me you'll keep going." His eyes were just slits, and the world just went darker. "Pop, you're gonna make it," I said, gripping his hand so tight, like I could somehow pump life back into him. But he just shook his head, slowly.

"Don't lie to me, son," he coughed, a faint smile playing on his lips. "I know... I know." "Say it, son. Promise me," he pushed. My vision blurred with tears, but I just nodded, hard, like a goddamn rock. "You have my word, Pop. Always."

Then he delivered his last order. "Watch your sister. Keep her safe. Keep the family strong. I love you, my kids," he rasped, his eyes barely holding steady. I just held him, squeezed him tight, words stuck in my throat. "Love you too, Pop," I whispered, knowing it was the last time. His hand went limp in mine, his breathing a ragged gasp, then nothing. He was gone.

Just then, Hailey screamed, her voice cutting through the aftermath like a siren. I barely even heard the scattered gunfire outside anymore. I shifted Pop's body to a corner, out of sight, and the others huddled around, their faces etched with raw grief.

Hailey burst in, a whirlwind of shock, dropping to her knees when she saw him, when she knew. Tears streamed down her face, and watching her shattered me even more than I already was.

"Alek..." she sobbed, her voice tearing apart. I hadn't even registered the sudden silence, everyone around us just as broken. Even tough guys like Nikolai and Matteo had tears streaming down their faces. Pop was the anchor, the reason we were all here, together.

I met Hailey's raw, tear-soaked eyes, and it gutted me. "Pop," she pleaded, reaching for his still body. Nothing. "Talk to me, Pop!" she choked, a desperate wail. I tried to hold her, to say something, anything, but she wasn't hearing it. Her universe had just imploded.

The roaring chaos had gone quiet, leaving an aching emptiness. The attackers were gone, but they'd left behind a world that was permanently scarred. The adrenaline faded, leaving only a bone-deep exhaustion and a hollow ache of grief.

María Elena, our long-time housekeeper, gently pulled Hailey away from the blood-stained floor, trying to shield her eyes from the horror. Pop's vibrant energy was gone, leaving just the body that had once been him, now a hollowed-out husk. But his presence, his mark on us, that would never fade.

A raw wave of grief slammed into me as I stumbled out to the patio, the weight of the loss crushing my chest. Our home, once a fortress, now looked like a war zone, scarred and torn from the fight. A choked, guttural sound tore from my throat, the pain echoing in the sudden quiet. I slammed my fist against a stone pillar, the sharp pain a welcome jolt, anything to distract from the gaping hole inside me.

The sun dipped, casting long, grim shadows over the wreckage. Our sprawling estate, a symbol of our power and legacy, was now a wreck. Bullet holes peppered the walls, shattered glass glinted like shattered dreams. The echoes of gunfire still hung heavy, a dark hum in the silence.

Further out, one of our men lay still, a fallen soldier who'd given it all. His sacrifice hit me hard, a stark reminder of the unbreakable loyalty running through our ranks. "Take care of Marco's family," I told Nikolai, my voice raw. "They're ours now. And find out who did this. Every last one of them will pay."

Nikolai and Matteo joined me, and we stood there, silent, taking in the wreckage. Grief hung heavy in the air, the weight of everything pressing down, almost crushing me. But I wouldn't break. I'd given Pop my word – to protect, to carry on what he started. No matter what it took, I'd make it happen. "This isn't over," I said, my voice barely a whisper, but with a steel in it I didn't even know I had. "This is just the beginning."
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ALEK P.O.V.

Today, we’re putting our father’s body in the ground. The sheer emptiness he’s left behind weighs heavy on my brothers; they’re just shut down, numb. Hailey, though, she’s feeling the full hit of this loss, wrecked, crying non-stop day and night. It’s been so brutal on her, she’s completely retreated, lost in her own deep sorrow, glued to pictures that are constant, sharp reminders of Dad and the life we used to have.

The quiet in this house feels off, like a powerful beast suddenly gutted and stripped of its fight. I kick that feeling to the curb, fast. Emotions are for poets, not for someone in my position.

With Hailey’s well-being totally locked in my focus, I headed upstairs, rapping on her door. No answer, but I heard a sudden, sharp hush on the other side. I knocked again, my voice low. "Sister, I know you’re in there." "I want to be alone. Go away," she snapped back.

"Try that again, princess," I muttered to myself, a ghost of a smile playing on my lips. "I’m not going anywhere."

I leaned in closer to the door, my hand on the handle. "Come on, sis, just let me in," I urged, pushing past her defenses. Silence followed, but her intense grief seemed to seep right through the wood, palpable.

A beat of silence. Then another. The quiet was almost deafening. My patience was wearing thin, fast. "Hailey, don’t make me kick this door in." My voice was a low growl, a promise.

Not backing down for a second, I knocked a couple more times. This time, the door gave way, swinging inward. She looked a mess – eyes puffy and bloodshot, her hair a wild tangle. With a soft smile, I reached out, gently brushing away the fresh tracks of tears from her face. "I’ve got no more tears left. I feel dead inside," she whispered, her voice raw with grief, gripping my hands like they were her only lifeline.

"Don’t talk like that, little sister," I murmured, pulling her close, wrapping her in a tight embrace. "I swear to you, things will get better, eventually." But she was drowning in despair. "First, Mom walked out. Now, Dad’s gone. What else is there left to take from us?" she cried out. Feeling her profound pain, I just held her tighter, trying to be her anchor. "I know, I know. This has been so damn hard on you," I said, gently cupping her face, my thumb brushing her cheek. She shook her head, not wanting to put it on me. "Not your fault, big brother," she breathed, the words heavy with sorrow.

I let out a slow breath. "Life’s a bitch, Hailey. Always has been, always will be. But we’re still here. That’s what matters right now."

I guided her gently into the room, sharing a quiet moment, a small space of comfort. "You still thinking about school?" I asked softly, concern evident in my tone. "I don’t wanna leave. I just want to stay here," she whispered, her voice fragile with uncertainty. I needed to be sure. "You really mean that?" I asked, giving her room to breathe, to articulate her feelings. "Yeah," she confirmed, a quiet resolve in her voice. "Alright," I conceded, letting the words out. She needed an anchor, and right now, this was it. My gut twisted, but I knew she needed space, so I let her be.

Before I turned to leave, I paused at the doorway. "Just... don’t give up on yourself, Hailey. Dad wouldn’t want that." I was out the door before she could answer, the weight of everything pressing down on me like a ton of bricks.

Downstairs, my brothers were waiting, their faces mirroring the same heavy sorrow. "She’s staying here," I told them, my voice a mix of resignation and understanding. María, our rock-solid caregiver, came over, her eyes steely with resolve. "I’ll stay with her," she stated, no room for argument.

Before we headed out, I locked eyes with Raúl. "Keep things tight while I’m gone," I told him, my voice low and firm. He gave a slight nod, knowing exactly what I meant – any mess, and I’d be dealing with it myself. I gave him a quick, silent thanks, acknowledging his stepping up, and then my brothers and I, together, we headed for the burial.

My brother put a hand on my arm. "She’ll be alright. She’s lucky to have you, you know. I’m useless with this kind of talk," he mumbled. I shrugged, looking away. "Just doing what needs to be done."

"Yeah, well, someone’s gotta be strong," he murmured, scuffing a small stone on the fresh dirt with his shoe. "Doesn’t mean I like it." I swallowed hard, fighting to keep my face blank, to show nothing.

A crushing sadness hung heavy as we stood at our father’s final resting place. Time seemed to just... stop as we paid our respects, our hearts heavy with the brutal reality of losing him. In that shared ache, we found a sliver of dark comfort, a grim understanding that, with time, we’d somehow find the grit to keep pushing forward.

As the priest droned on, his voice a monotonous hum, my mind started to wander. I saw my father’s calloused hands, smelled the gritty mix of motor oil and stale cigarette smoke that always clung to him. He was no saint, but he was our father.

A hot surge of pure fury began to build inside me. "Damn it, old man. You left us in a hell of a mess," I thought, clenching my jaw. The weight of the world, and my entire family, now rested squarely on my shoulders. A load I hadn’t asked for, but one I’d damn well carry.

GRACE P.O.V.

"Dad, you know that’s not true. I’m not like that. I just went to talk to my friends," I tried to reason with him, praying he’d get it. His words cut deep, and I couldn't hold back anymore. "You’ve never cared about me, have you? I’ve always just been a problem, a weight dragging you down."

"Because it’s true... you’re ungrateful!" he yelled, his anger rising, making my stomach churn.

"You know, Dad, I still love you, no matter what," I said, tears blurring my vision. I spun around, heading for my room, feeling his silent stare burn into my back.

In my room, the fight still echoed in my ears, a tight knot in my chest, and the tears just kept coming, hot and endless. I stumbled to the window, slumping onto the sill, staring out at the distant glitter of stars and the big, bright moon. "Every tear is like a tiny star in the sky... because I know after the storm, there’s always a calm," I whispered to myself, trying to find some sliver of peace in the quiet night.

The raw ache of feeling unloved, unwanted by my own parents, twisted inside me. Why couldn't they just... care? I wondered if anyone would ever give me an answer to that gnawing, persistent question. Drained, utterly spent from the emotional rollercoaster, I scrubbed at my face, but it was useless. The tears just kept falling, a constant stream of my deepest anguish.

The next day, I knew I’d have to face the world again, just like every other day. Get up, hit the pavement looking for work, and get out of this house. My parents clearly didn’t want me around anymore, always seeing me as a drain on their money. A lot of mornings, I’d skip breakfast, staying holed up in my room until they were gone, just to avoid another fight.

The next morning rolled around, and the sun’s rays pushed through the window, forcing my eyes open with a groan. I squinted, letting my eyes adjust to the light for a second, then dragged myself up and headed to the bathroom for a quick wash-up. Once I was cleaned up, I felt a tiny boost of confidence. I picked out some comfy jeans and a simple tank top, then swiped on a little mascara and lip gloss – just enough to feel human.

As I got ready to leave my room, I checked the hallway first, relieved the coast was clear. They were probably still asleep, thank goodness. I slipped out of the house and headed for downtown, clutching onto a flicker of hope that today would be the day I found a job.

On my way, I hit up my two besties, Anna and Lucy, on our group chat. They were my anchors, the only ones who truly had my back, who cared more than my own parents ever had.

"Hey babes...❤ Rise and shine, sleepyheads... I’m hitting downtown today, job hunting, you know the drill from the last two weeks... Love you both, wish me luck...😘" I tapped out the message.

Anna replied almost instantly. "Hey, girl. Already up. No worries. I’ll meet you at our usual spot, I’m free today, so I’ll tag along. You’ll see, everything’s gonna work out... 😘 Take care, lots of love."

Grateful for her stepping up, I texted back, "Got it, thanks for everything, babe. I’ll wait for you."

Anna said she’d ping Lucy, who was probably still dead to the world, telling me not to stress. "Sounds good, girl," I replied with a sigh, sliding my phone back into my pocket.

At least I had them, even if my own parents acted like I was invisible, like I didn’t matter. With a mix of raw hope and a fierce determination, I picked up my pace towards the city center, carrying the love and backup from my real family – Anna and Lucy – with me.
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GRACE P.O.V.

I rolled up to the spot where Anna and Lucy were already waiting. As I scanned the street, suddenly, hands covered my eyes. "Guess who?" a mischievous voice chirped, instantly recognizable. My heart did a little flutter; I knew that playful vocal quality instantly. It belonged to Lucy, my ride-or-die, the one who could always crack me up, even when my whole life felt like a dumpster fire.

"Lucy, I know it's you," I grinned.

"Yep, love you too, dummy," she responded, hugging me tight from behind. We both laughed, squeezing each other. "Love you too, you goofball," I countered. My whole vibe just clicked when I was around them. They aren't just friends; they're my chosen family, the ones who truly get me, deep down. Anna, always the rock, keeping us grounded. And Lucy, pure chaos and sunshine, always reminding me to find the sparkle in the everyday.

"Yeah, we really do love you," Lucy chimed in.

"Love you girls too, but you're smothering me!" Anna playfully grumbled, and we pulled back, giving her teasing looks. Laughing, I hit her with, "So, where are you hitting up for jobs today?" The question hung heavy, a stark reminder of the hot mess we were all navigating. Scoring a decent gig in this city felt like hitting the lottery with a broken ticket.

"No clue, honestly. Gonna try some new spots. Everywhere else has ghosted me because I don't have a formal recommendation," I admitted, a wave of disappointment washing over me. A fresh surge of frustration tightened my chest. It felt like I was constantly slamming into a brick wall, no matter how hard I pushed. All I wanted was one shot, a chance to actually show what I could do.

"But you've got experience, girl," Lucy reminded me, ever the cheerleader.

"I know, but maybe it's just not enough," I mumbled back. Self-doubt started to creep in, whispering all the toxic stuff. Was I even good enough? Smart enough? Maybe I was just doomed to be stuck in this same old rut forever.

Anna’s voice cut through the noise, steady as ever. "Either way, we're right here with you, no matter where you land." Her words were like a chill pill for my frayed nerves. Anna always knew the exact thing to say, to cut through the crap and remind me I had grit.

"Seriously, thank you guys. I don't know what I'd do without you," I mumbled, pulling them into another tight hug. They were my anchors, my whole vibe check, the only reason I hadn't totally gone off the deep end. My parents just didn't get the grind I was on. Their old-school views felt like a straitjacket sometimes.

"You'd probably just cease to exist," Lucy deadpanned.

"Probably true," I agreed, a small chuckle escaping. Lucy's dark humor was our collective coping mechanism. It was how we deflected the heavy stuff, finding a tiny spark of light in the general dumpster fire of our lives.

Buoyed by their vibe, I casually walked into a cafe and spotted a "Help Wanted" sign for a server. The idea of slingin' lattes actually sparked a tiny flicker of hope. "Hey there. Can I help you?" a guy behind the counter greeted me. He seemed chill and friendly, with kind eyes and a genuinely warm smile. Perhaps this could be the opportunity I was seeking.

"Hey," I replied, turning fully toward him. "I'm here about the server ad."

"Oh, right. Hang on a sec," he said, disappearing behind a counter. My nerves did a little jig, but I waited. Moments later, he was back with a notepad and pen. "We're desperate for someone. We just opened about a month ago, and our last server... well, she had an accident and didn't make it," he explained, a genuine sadness in his voice. My stomach dropped at the news. A heavy vibe settled in, a stark reminder of how life can just... hit different. I consciously pushed the morbid thought aside, focusing on the golden ticket right in front of me.

A smile bloomed on my face, hope surging. "Look, you don't have a formal recommendation, but we need someone, like, yesterday. So, welcome to your new job," he said, a pleasant look on his face. A tidal wave of relief just washed over me. Finally, a win! Someone actually saw past the paperwork and took a chance on me, on what I could actually bring to the table.

Beaming, I thanked him profusely, barely believing my luck. This job meant I could finally ditch my parents' place and grab some real independence. The thought of my own spot, a place where I could actually just be me, filled me with pure excitement. No more curfews, no more side-eye, just pure, unfiltered freedom.

I practically burst out of the cafe, meeting my girls outside, practically vibrating with excitement. "I got the job!" I shrieked, happy tears already pricking my eyes.

"OMG, congrats!" they both screamed, pulling me into a group hug.

"I start, like, right now!" I gushed, practically buzzing.

"That's awesome," Anna said, nodding her approval.

"That's legit amazing," Lucy echoed, high-fiving me.

Once the initial frenzy died down, Anna and Lucy dropped another bomb. "Grace, Lucy and I have been talking, and we want you to move in with us," Anna offered. My jaw literally hit the floor. This was next-level, beyond anything I'd even dared to dream. Shacking up with my besties? It was like a dream stepping right into reality.

"Yeah, it would be super cool if you did," Lucy chimed in.

"Seriously?" I squeaked, totally floored.

"Yes, seriously, you goof," they both laughed.

I was totally choked up with gratitude and love for my actual fam – Anna and Lucy. "Have I told you guys lately that I love you?" I asked, my eyes getting misty. I was not an individual who easily expressed tears, but this situation was qualitatively different.

"Only, like, a million times," Anna said dryly, while Lucy chuckled softly.

I just kept thanking them, feeling genuinely blessed to have such ride-or-die friends. We made plans to hash out the living situation later, and I waved goodbye before diving into my first shift. The thought of bunking with them felt like the start of something truly epic.

I grabbed a broom and got to it, sweeping the floors, tidying up the place, making sure everything sparkled. Time flew as I served customers, my confidence building with every interaction. I was actually shocked by how much I dug the work. The buzz of the cafe, the happy faces of satisfied customers—it all gave me a real sense of purpose and worth.

At the end of my first shift, Tyler, my manager, called me into his office to go over my schedule, duties, and pay. As he walked me through the details, a rush of accomplishment and self-reliance hit me, knowing I was finally carving out my own independent path. And, honestly? It felt damn good. For the first time in forever, I felt like I was actually in the driver's seat. The future was still a wild card, but now I had the wheel.

(...)

I dragged myself home after a long shift, a weird mix of relief and dread swirling inside me. Even though the job gave me a rush, the vibe at home was a heavy weight on my chest. Typical. Nobody even looked up when I walked into the living room, just highlighting the miles-long emotional gap between me and my parents.

Heading to the kitchen for a drink, something in my peripheral vision froze me. My dad was there, with a woman who quickly turned her back to me as I got closer. It only took a second for her face to click – my mom's sister, my aunt. The last person I expected to see in this kind of messed-up scenario.

"What the hell is going on here?!" I practically screamed, my stomach churning with rage. My dad tried to play it cool, but I couldn't unsee the betrayal slapping me in the face.

"You don't understand anything," my dad snapped, trying to take control of the train wreck.

A tidal wave of fury and heartbreak crashed over me as I faced them down. My mom wasn't perfect, but she sure as hell didn't deserve this kind of shady move, especially not from her own sister. I couldn't stand there watching them act like nothing was wrong, like they weren't ripping my mom's heart out and blowing up our whole family.

No hesitation, no debate—I was out of there tonight. I wasn't sticking around for another second of their BS. Blinding mad, I physically shoved my aunt out the door and just kept walking until I hit a bus stop. It was already dark, and the air was getting chilly. Luckily, an empty cab rolled by. I practically leaped in and barked my friends' address at the driver.

When I got to my friends' place, I spilled the entire messy story. Their eyes went wide at my tale, but I knew, deep down, they'd always have my back, no questions asked.

As the night wore on, I tried to tune out the emotional chaos by zoning into Anna and Lucy's chatter. Anna dished on a hot date she had lined up, and Lucy spilled about this epic Karen at her job who went full meltdown over bad service. Even her manager couldn't keep a straight face, and we all had to bite our cheeks to stop from busting up after that whole dramatic scene.

Anna and Lucy suggested I maybe hold off on telling my mom right away, worried she wouldn't believe me or that my dad would just pull a full gaslight. I got their hesitation, but there was no way I was staying silent, pretending nothing gnarly had just gone down. I had to face the music, no matter how ugly it got.

The next day, I braced myself for the conversation with my mom. I couldn't stand the thought of her being blindsided, but I had to be straight with her. Before heading to work, I made sure to tell Anna and Lucy my plan to talk to my mom, needing their emotional backup.

My shift offered a weird kind of peace, a way to keep my mind off the looming talk. My second day on the job went smoothly, and I was grateful for the mental break it offered. Still, I knew I couldn't duck my family drama forever.

After my shift wrapped, I took a deep breath and summoned every ounce of guts I had to talk to my mom. As I walked through the door, I silently prayed she'd be open to hearing me out, to understanding my side of this mess. All I wanted was to be there for her, to shield her from more pain. Even with all our history and our different vibes, she was still my mom.
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ALEK P.O.V.

It had been a week since they laid Dad to rest, and the grief was still a raw, open wound for all of us. Hailey, my sister, was slowly starting to come around after the gut-wrenching loss, but this whole nightmare felt far from over. I’d sworn an oath to find the bastard who took my father from us, and that promise was etched in stone. They were going to pay, big time, for what they’d done to my family.

I headed out of my place, straight for the company headquarters. Dad’s empire had loose ends, and they needed sorting. Good thing I’d been deep in the trenches with him, even running the show sometimes. I knew this business inside out, knew how to steer it through the rough waters ahead.

Stepping into Miles Corp’s lobby, the buzz was immediate. Every eye in the place seemed to swing my way. I gave a nod to the scattered greetings and made a beeline for the elevator, hitting the button for the fourth floor – my office. The doors slid open, and there she was: Scarlett, my admin.

She was a total knockout, all sleek extensions and curves that dared you not to look. A playful thought hit me: maybe she should’ve stayed in bed a while longer. It was way too early for someone like her to be up and shining like that.

“’Morning, sir,” Scarlett chirped.

“’Morning, Miss,” I replied, keeping it all business. “Did you put those documents I asked for on my desk?”

“Yep, all there,” Scarlett confirmed. “Want your coffee?”

“Yeah, grab it,” I said, and she spun on her heel to get it.

Back in my office, sifting through the papers Scarlett had laid out, something clicked in my head. I picked up the phone to call her.

“You rang, sir?” Scarlett’s voice came through.

“Scarlett, get me James Gonzales’ contact info and shoot it over in an email,” I told her.

“On it,” she said, and we hung up.

Minutes later, Scarlett’s email landed in my inbox with the details. I typed in the number, and after a couple of rings, someone picked up.

“’Morning. James Gonzales, please?” I asked.

“Speaking. What can I do for you?” the voice replied.

“Miles here. Your package is ready for pickup. Got a pen handy?” I said.

“Go for it,” he said, and I gave him the rundown.

I hung up.

The door nudged open and Scarlett walked in, coffee in hand. I couldn’t miss the glint of mischief in her eyes. She came right up to me, cutting off my work, and instead of putting the cup on my desk, she settled onto my lap, legs crossed. Every move she made pulled me in like a magnet.

“It’s my break,” she purred, her lips brushing my ear as her fingers traced a line down my neck. Things went from zero to a hundred fast. Next thing I knew, we were all over each other.

Outside these walls, we were boss and assistant, but behind closed doors, away from prying eyes, it was pure fire. No strings attached... or at least, that’s what I kept telling myself.

I hooked my hands under her thighs, lifting her and swinging her onto the nearest chair, just to dial up the heat. We dove back into it, lost in the raw heat of the moment.

Afterward, I pulled on my pants, Scarlett smoothed down her skirt, and just like that, the vibe snapped back to normal. We were back to boss and assistant, as if nothing had happened.

“You can go,” I said, trying to keep my voice flat, all business. “I know this is just about sex for you.” She gave me the slightest flicker of annoyance, but she didn’t argue. Just walked out, shutting the door behind her.

Women... she started the whole damn thing, and now she’s acting all put out. Couldn’t help but crack a smile at the irony.

I forced my attention back to work, diving into the mind-numbing pile of documents, signing off on endless papers, determined to push that whole scene out of my head.

When the day finally wound down, I got ready to head home. “I’m done for the day; leave everything on my desk,” I told Scarlett. “Whatever you say, sir,” she replied, that usual lilt in her voice. I stifled a laugh, heading for the elevator without a backward glance, leaving the office drama behind for another day.

(...)

“Hey,” Nikolai greeted me as I stepped through the door.

“Hey, where’s everyone else?” I asked.

“In the living room, deep into some video game war,” he said, nodding toward the shouts and fake gunfire echoing from that direction.

“I need to talk to all of you about something,” I announced, motioning for Nikolai to follow me.

We walked into the living room, and there they were, my brothers, completely zoned into their virtual battlefield.

I cleared my throat, loud. “Guys, hit my office. Got something to talk about.”

“Whoa, what’s up, bro?” Matteo ribbed, grin on his face.

I cracked a smile. “Just get to my office. Won’t take long.”

Once we were all piled into my office, Nikolai couldn’t hold back. “So, spill it. What happened?”

“Nothing to complain about...” I said, a smirk playing on my lips, thinking about Scarlett. A private grin stretched across my face, fueled by some very non-work-related memories, while I kept my poker face on the outside. It just made them more antsy.

“Why the hell are you smiling? What aren’t you telling us?” they demanded.

“Nah, nothing,” I brushed them off, still grinning, which only wound them up more.

“Enough with the games. What’s the big deal?” Nikolai cut in, getting us back on track.

My grin faded as I got serious. “Today, I talked to James. Everything’s locked and loaded. We’ve got all our ducks in a row. It’s time to move.”

A heavy silence fell over the room as my brothers let my words sink in.

“Anyone gonna say something, or are we just gonna stare at each other all night?” I jabbed, trying to break the tension.

“Nah, it’s just... hard to believe everything’s actually set,” Matteo finally said, breaking the quiet.

“Well, believe it, brother,” I told him, my voice firm. “The time is now. We’re taking what’s ours.” Nikolai nodded, a satisfied look on his face, and I gave him a confirming nod back.
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ALEK P.O.V.

My brothers and I had locked down every move, synced up our every action to the second, and settled on the zero-fail timing for the hit. Voice like steel, no room for debate, I cut through the tense quiet with the command to roll. The words hung heavy in the air of our temporary HQ, thick with anticipation.

Equipped with high-grade gear, each piece tuned to perfection the night before, I personally selected the crew – individuals known for being sharp, steady, and cool under fire – leaving zero margin for screw-ups on this play.

Every detail was locked in, from the exit routes to the comms protocols. The address of our target was burned into my brain from running it over and over. Every street, every turn, every snag was already a live map in my head.

In our bulletproof rigs, one for my main guys and the other specifically for my brothers, our driver, and me, we hit the road. The motors purred with barely restrained muscle. Streetlights streaked into hazy lines through the tinted glass as we drove, every mile clicking up the tension, tight as a drum.

After grinding out miles across state lines, eating up the night, we pulled up just two blocks out. The target house, a dark silhouette, just sitting there, waiting.

I called for a stop on a quiet side street, grabbing the moment to run through the playbook one last time, making sure every single one of them knew their part, no excuses. Locked and loaded, the adrenaline already hitting, we slid into our vests, the familiar heft like a second skin. We were rolling again, the last stretch of road dragging forever and gone in a blink.

We stashed the cars a block back, low-key, blending right into the residential street, no red flags. Poised to strike hard, move clean, and ghost out before anyone even knew we were there, let alone the cops.

Moving like shadows, every step on purpose, we swept our surroundings. Eyes everywhere, sweeping every window, every shadow, hunting for a way in, sniffing out any hidden trouble. The place was locked down, guards posted everywhere, but their game was amateur hour compared to ours. Total rookies.

How dare these chumps, probably cheap muscle with zero real experience, thought they could stand in my way? The biggest player in the game? They were basically asking for a bullet, a move so dumb it was practically suicide.

Slipping around the property, hugging the shadows, blending with the natural cover, we finally found the sweet spot: a back window, practically begging to be opened, probably missed by those clowns on patrol. Took some finesse, a lot of careful handling of the old frame, but we worked it, steady and sharp, for a good half-hour. Then we were inside, smooth as silk, barely a whisper.

Me and my brothers split, locking down different zones of the house, while my crew hit the other side, kicking up a storm, keeping those guys busy, totally focused on them instead of us and what we were really after.

Tight unit, moving like we were one, slick and deadly, my silenced piece felt like an extension of my hand, each shot a barely-there puff, taking down another poor bastard who thought they could get in my path.

Without a word, almost second nature, one of us would grab the fresh kill, drag them clear, make sure we stayed invisible, kept the jump on them. We swept the place, room by room, no one left breathing, no messes to clean up later.

Then, out of nowhere, a stupid dog, quiet as a ghost until now, totally blew our cover, barking its head off, its yelps ripping through the dead quiet of the house. Stupid thing, didn't even know it was doing me a favor, handing me the perfect distraction. A slow, cold smile stretched across my face. I shot a look at Nikolai, a silent command for him to keep my back while I went for the main prize.

Riding the wave of that dog's racket, I moved on Rubén, silent as a shark in the water, coming up behind him. My gun barrel kissing his skull, my gloved hand clamped over his mouth before he could even whisper. My voice, a low rumble right into his ear, cut through the adrenaline rush he was no doubt feeling, still chilling him to the bone. "Don't even twitch," I hissed, "Your worst fing nightmare just walked in." The words were a weight in the sudden silence.

My blood pumped, a low thrum of satisfaction, but I stayed ice-cold, eyes locked on the prize, didn't even notice the roar in my own ears. Rubén was ours, trussed up and quiet, and we ghosted out of there, back to the winery, same way we came in – no trace left behind.

Back in the winery's familiar embrace, the air thick with old wood and good wine, we pulled Rubén from the trunk, careful but quick, no sudden moves from him. Slammed him into a chair in the low-light cellar, strapped in tight. I tore the tape from his mouth, the rip echoing, probably taking some skin with it, and leaned in close, my gaze drilling into his.

"This what you wanted?" I clipped, my voice sharp enough to cut, but he just stared, defiant, not making a sound, even though he was totally screwed. Nikolai, a raw nerve of fury, our father's ghost in his eyes, didn't hesitate. He put a fist into Rubén's face, the crack loud in the small room. Rubén flinched, maybe a flicker of something like regret, but that meant nothing to me. Apologies from this rat? After he laid out my father like that? Worthless. I didn't hold back. Just started hitting, a blur of fists, every punch packed with grief, with rage, digging for the truth, for the real reason he crossed us, why he did what he did.

"This what you were after?" I bit out again, my voice like pure venom, every word a deliberate sting. He still wouldn't talk, his silence a fresh insult, and Nikolai was losing it, just hammering him, a full-on beatdown, paying him back in blood. "I'm sorry, I'm sorry," the punk finally choked out through a mouth already messed up, lies practically seeping from him. "You sorry?" Nikolai snapped, his voice tight as a wire. The guy just mumbled, almost too quiet to hear, "You're only sorry 'cause we're family." The word tasted like ash in the air.

"I've got a family too... kids," I stated, my voice cutting through the noise, driving home the bond he'd trashed without a second thought. "Don't you touch me. You made a huge mistake," he whined, begging, but his pleas just bounced off us, swallowed up by the payback we were serving. "Nice to see the universe balancing the scales, ain't it?" Matteo dropped in, his voice dead calm, clearly enjoying the show. "Should've thought about that before you came for us and clipped Dad," he added, a raw edge in his tone. I paused, running a hand over my jaw, letting the full scope of his betrayal sink in. "Just one thing I need to know, though... Why'd you do it?" My eyes locked onto his, unblinking, waiting for the truth, the one that had cost us everything.

He started babbling, some pathetic, self-serving crap, but I wasn't having it. Cut him off mid-sentence, a roar ripping out of me. "You greedy bastard!" Every word he tried to spit out, every lame excuse, just fueled the fire. And I couldn't help but twist the knife a little more, one last shot at his sorry ass.

"And you know what makes you even worse than dirt...?" I hissed, my voice a whisper of pure ice, every word a deliberate cut. He stared back, eyes a mess of fury and stark terror, a dangerous mix. But he still didn't speak, pride or pure stupidity keeping his mouth shut, a final wall.

A grim satisfaction settled over me then, heavy but almost... alluring. Yeah, I felt it – the weight of what we'd done, the cost of our choices, pressing down, a familiar burden.

Rubén's body was just a heap on the floor, a brutal message laid bare: this is what happens when you cross us, when you betray family. It was a grim necessity, a cold, hard move the rules of our world demanded. Had to be done to keep our family safe, to keep our empire running, to make sure everyone knew who was boss.

Heading back to our spot, the winery, usually a comfort, felt different now, still smelling of the violence. What we'd done, the choices we made, really started to sink in. We were deep in a cutthroat world of crime and power, where loyalty was cheap and survival cost everything. It was a constant dance with what's right and wrong. But we were all in, ready to pay the price, carry the weight, do whatever it took, no matter how dirty, to stay on top, to keep our family not just alive, but thriving.

In the quiet of my room, my temporary escape from the madness, I peeled off the blood-splattered clothes, ditching the day's grim souvenirs, and stepped into a hot shower. Needed to wash off more than just sweat and grime; felt like I was rinsing away the raw edges of what just happened. The steam hit me, the warm water a real kick, like it was pulling the mess right out of my skin. Just a quick breath, a beat of peace before diving back into the deep, dark end of our life.

Hailey popped into my head then, my sister, the one pure thing in our screwed-up world. She was the opposite of everything we just went through. She deserved a break from this life, the one we’d somehow dragged her into. Tonight, I’d round up the boys, stand tall as a unit, and take her out. Just for one night, a chance to forget the ugly stuff, the pain, the blood. Give her a taste of normal, even if it was just for a few hours.

Tapped twice on Hailey’s door – my usual signal, a rhythm she knew. Waited for her, feeling that mix of big-brother instinct and just wanting to see her. When she opened it, eyes curious, I let out a low, playful whistle. Felt weirdly light, considering the day. She rolled her eyes, a fond "Shut up, Alek" on her lips, and we both laughed, a quick, real laugh that cut through the dark vibe of everything else, just for a second. We got it, without needing to say a word.

"Alright, sister," I said, my voice shifting, a bit more serious, but still with that easy vibe, "Go get changed. Something decent. And get ready..." Her eyes immediately widened, totally hooked, and she started peppering me with questions, dying to know what was up, craving any kind of escape. I just grinned, a mischievous little smirk, and shut her down gently, no spoilers. Left her hanging, letting the mystery build. It was all part of the plan, a setup just to see her smile.

Downstairs, the living room felt like a real home for a minute. My brothers were already there, sprawled out, talking low. I glanced at the clock – 7:45 PM – and just asked, "You guys ready?" The question hung there. They looked at me, confused at first, then it clicked. "Ready for what?" they asked, their heads still stuck on the day's ugly business.

"We're taking Hailey out for dinner," I told them, a rare hint of genuine eagerness in my voice, a softer note in my usual growl. "She needs a break. Hell, we do too." They just... lit up. Like little kids who’d forgotten what fun was, what it meant to just kick back outside our bubble. I couldn't help it; a real, honest laugh burst out. Watching them flip from stone-cold operators to hyped-up brothers was something else.

"I want KFC," Matteo declared, his voice firm, like there was no other option, classic youngest brother move.

"Nah, I was thinking McDonald's, but fine, whatever," Nikolai piped up, doing his dramatic fake sigh, totally playing along with the chill vibe.

"Oh, come on, that puppy-dog look gets you everything, huh, Kolya?" Matteo ribbed him, totally falling for it, a playful dig at how Nikolai always got his way. "Fine, wherever you want," he caved, giving in to that silent push.

"Nope," Hailey cut in, sashaying into the room, all confidence, that earlier quiet mood totally swapped for a playful spark. The surprise was already doing its thing. "Tonight, I'm calling the shots, my loves," she announced, beaming, her decision final, no arguments.

Nikolai just grinned, giving up gracefully to Hailey's rule for the night. And then we were out the door, headed for the car, the air buzzing with laughs and easy back-and-forth, a temporary escape from the heavy grind of our lives.
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ALEK P.O.V.

Pulled up to Hailey's spot, the car gliding smoothly into the parking bay. We stepped out, shaking off the short ride's stiffness. Right away, Taco Bell's massive, glowing sign practically screamed at us, its iconic bell logo a beacon in the twilight. No shade to Hailey's pick, though. Truth be told, it was my secret indulgence too, a craving I never voiced. And clearly, a lot of other people were feeling it tonight, judging by the mob milling around the entrance and spilling out onto the pavement.

"Upstairs, for sure," Matteo called out, already making a beeline for the door, wanting to escape the main floor chaos.

"I'm coming with you," Nikolai added, slipping in next to him. Those two always moving like a synchronized team, even just grabbing fast food.

The rest of us hopped in line, part of the hungry masses doing the usual wait game for our food. As we did the slow-motion shuffle forward, I caught a group of girls strolling by with their trays, their giggles carried across the buzz. One of them, with killer eyes and that walk that just owned the room, pulled my focus, a jolt of something unexpected in all the ordinary. I cut my gaze, not wanting to get caught staring, and just like that, she was swallowed by the crowd, just another face in the fast-food blur.

Snapping back to reality, shaking off that brief detour, I glanced at the guys. Hailey had vanished from my side. "Where's Hailey?" I asked, a quick jolt of 'where's my sister?' hitting me hard.

"Didn't you hear?" Nikolai asked, a slight frown, like he couldn't believe I missed it. I shook my head no, my head was obviously in the clouds.

"She went to the bathroom; said she'd be right back..." Matteo said, all chill, like it was nothing. "You good, spaced out much?" he teased, catching my faraway look.

I just gave a small nod, then gazed at the lit-up menu board, faking interest while my brain was still buzzing with that girl.

My turn popped up, cashier waiting. I rattled off our order—some combos on special, plus all the drinks—quick and easy.

Just then, like clockwork, Hailey was back, right as our order was ready. We grabbed the loaded trays and started winding our way through the packed tables, heading upstairs to find Matteo and Nikolai. We sank into our spots at the table, finally able to dig in, the air thick with the scent of tacos and burritos. I watched the guys pretty much inhale their food in minutes, total beasts. Had to laugh watching them, faces covered in sauce, going at it like they hadn't eaten in days.

"Easy there, little brother, don't choke," Hailey teased Nikolai, watching him chug his soda like it was a race. "It's so tasty," he mumbled, his words muffled through a mouthful of food, like he'd been starved for weeks, his vibe totally contagious.

We all cracked up at Nikolai's expression, his pure joy over his meal. We kept eating, the vibe totally chill. I asked the boys about their day, keeping things light, steering clear of our usual heavy stuff. They came up with some wild stories, bigging up minor screw-ups and random funny moments. It had us all cracking up, the shared laughs just cementing our crew's bond.

"Bathroom run," I said, getting up from the table, needing a hot minute. "I'll go with you; gotta touch up my make up," Hailey chirped, popping up, ready to tag along. As we navigated the maze of tables, I pulled out my phone, zapping out a few quick replies, playing it cool, like I wasn't still wondering about that girl from earlier.

Suddenly, as I turned a corner, still zoned out on my phone, I collided with someone. Hard. We both stumbled, then went down, trays exploding around us. It was her. The girl from before, eyes wide with a mix of shock and pure rage. Her voice cut through the noise, sharp as a blade. "Watch it, moron! You got eyes, or are you just blind?!" she snapped, her initial shock already turning into full-blown irritation.

"My bad. Let me help you," I said right away, my hands moving without thought to scoop up her mess, even though it was a total accident. "I'll cover whatever got messed up," I offered, trying to fix it, like it was all on me.

"I don't want your money; I can deal with my own stuff," she bit back, waving off my help, pushing herself up with this fierce, 'I got this' vibe. And that's when it hit. Standing eye-to-eye for the first time, the initial shock fading, we actually saw each other. Really saw.

I just stared, a weird buzz of recognition hitting me, completely speechless for a beat. "What are you staring at?!" she snapped, totally over it, my gaze clearly pushing her last nerve.

Back at the table, Hailey, who'd clearly caught the whole thing, started teasing me about the "angry girl," even mimicking her sharp tone. "I pity her boyfriend," she added with a dramatic sigh, probably picturing some poor guy trying to handle that fire.

My mind immediately took off, spinning thoughts about her life, her vibe, and yeah, if she had a boyfriend. A totally unexpected hit of curiosity. Hailey caught on, seeing the shift in my mood. I cut her off fast, veering the conversation totally off course, making damn sure that girl's name didn't come up again. Didn't want Hailey digging.

"Guys, I need to talk," I said, tapping the side of my nose, our code for 'this is real talk, not kid stuff.' "Now?" Matteo asked, his whole vibe instantly shifting, knowing I wasn't messing around. "Yeah, now," I said firmly, already heading for my office, the urgency clear in every step. "Hailey, your room," I told my sister gently, cutting her out of the serious stuff. She gave a playful eye-roll, knowing the drill, then bounced, a sly smile on her face.

We entered, the familiar quiet of my office wrapped around us. I propped myself against the desk, leaning back, the day's weight finally hitting me. One hand went to my chin, the other crossed over my chest as I looked down, taking a beat to piece together the exact words for what was coming.

They were all locked onto me, faces serious, waiting for the drop. They knew this wasn't small talk.

With their eyes on me, I kept my voice low, controlled. "You know the drill, right?" I asked, making sure we were all on the same page. Nikolai gave a tight nod, Matteo right there with him. The others stayed quiet, which was their 'yes, we got it' for me. "Tomorrow's the day. Tonight, let her sleep," I laid out the plan, keeping it sharp and to the point.

"And if she flips out and stresses even harder?" Nikolai asked, voicing a valid concern, given Hailey's sensitive side. "I don't know, but I don't think so. She'll get it. It'll hit her at first, sure, but she'll come around," I said, admitting it was a gamble, but they nodded along, trusting my call.

"Anything else for tonight?" I asked, opening the floor. "Actually, yeah," Matteo said, leaning in. "Spill it," I told him. "The States hit us up. Packages land first thing tomorrow morning."

"Perfect. Tomorrow's game day. Anything else?" I asked. "Nope, that's it," Matteo confirmed, the info dump done. "Right. I'm hitting the sack," I said, pushing off the desk and heading for the door, signaling the meeting was wrapped. "Night," I added, already halfway out.

I ghosted to my room, the hall quiet, shucking off my pants and shirt as I went, ditching the day's threads. I ended up in front of the bathroom mirror, brushing my teeth on autopilot. That girl, the one from the Taco Bell—her face was still buzzing in my head, playing on repeat. A smirk, almost unwilling, tugged at my lips. A hint of something. Something spicy.

Who was she? What was her deal? The questions ran on a loop in my brain, a low hum of pure intrigue. I couldn't shake the feeling of what could happen next, the sheer potential of running into her again. Tomorrow was going to be another grind, packed with the usual demands of our life. But deep down, in the quiet corners of my mind, her image stuck. A total wildcard. An unexpected jolt in the routine. And yeah, I wanted more.
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ALEK P.O.V.

The alarm ripped through the quiet at 5:00 a.m., a raw, jarring sound that sliced clean through my restless sleep, yanking me awake. "Seriously, I hate that noise," I grumbled to myself, the same damn thought every single morning. That daily morning buzzkill.

I slammed a hand down, silencing the invading jingle, then pushed myself up, my body still feeling heavy, clinging to the last threads of sleep. For a beat, I just sat there on the edge of the bed, the mattress sinking under me. Finally, with a sharp breath, I hauled myself to the bathroom. The cool bite of the tile under my bare feet was a shock, a jolt that cleared the last of the fog. A quick shower, teeth brushed, and I was primed, ready to kick off another day that was sure to demand everything.

Towel cinched low around my waist, the damp fabric cool against my skin, I hit the closet. My hand went straight for fresh boxers and socks, a familiar, almost automatic routine. Next, I pulled on something comfortable but still sharp enough – ready for whatever curveballs the day might throw. I stepped out into the quiet hall, already dressed and set, though definitely not bubbling with enthusiasm. Just hoping things would flow smoother, less tangled, from here on out. A silent prayer for a day without a crisis hitting out of nowhere.

I made my way to the kitchen, the path worn into my memory. No surprise, same as always at this hour, it was empty. Just the coffee pot, already chugging away, gurgling softly as it brewed the morning's first kick. That meant María, my nanny, was already up and moving, her early morning routine a constant, steady hum in our lives.

I dropped into a chair in the breakfast room, the worn wood smooth and familiar under my palms. My gaze landed on the newspaper spread open on the polished table, the stark black headlines jumping off the white page.

The front page headline snagged me instantly, the bold print practically screaming about a body found, out in the city's rough edges, a gunshot kill. The details were brutal, raw. My eyes skipped through the article, scanning fast, and there it was – Rubén's name. No shock. Just confirmation of the messy fallout from our moves.

It said they hadn’t tagged a suspect or suspects yet, the cops still sifting through the early stages, but that they were on it, chasing every lead... "They won't get close to us," I thought, a cold certainty settling deep. I consciously pushed back the bad vibes, the lingering weight of it, not wanting that kind of heavy in my head this early.

I knew we'd locked everything down, every angle covered, tracks wiped clean, zero loose ends. Our anonymity was stitched tight. But seeing Rubén's death splashed across the page, in that clinical, flat news speak, was a gut punch. A brutal reminder that we operated in a grimy world, a place of raw violence and hard consequences. The stark reality of our actions, the full weight of our choices, it was real. And impossible to shrug off.

"Morning," my sister, Hailey, said, her voice soft and even, sliding into the chair next to me at the breakfast table. Her presence was always a welcome break from the noise inside my head. I folded the paper neatly, setting it aside, and mumbled back, "Morning." My voice still had that morning rasp, the news a heavy anchor in my mind.

She eyed the folded paper, her gaze locked on it, then asked, "What's it say?" Her tone was genuinely curious.

"Nothing good... just the usual. Deaths, robberies," I answered, giving her the quick, dirty version of the headlines. The daily grind of bad news barely registered, my thoughts already spinning on more pressing stuff.

"Ah," she just said, letting it go. Right then, the boys burst in, a cheerful, "Morning!" their energy already cranked up for the early hour. Hailey and I gave them their greetings back.

"Good morning, my children," María said warmly, stepping into the room with a tray of fresh, warm bread, her smile easing the tension.

"Morning, María," we chorused back, our voices mixing in the comfortable hum of the kitchen.

"How are we waking up? Coffee?" María asked kindly, her question aimed right at me, knowing my morning ritual.

"Thanks," I said, taking the mug she held out. Steam curled off the dark surface of the coffee, its rich, earthy scent filling the air. I took a slow sip, the hot liquid instantly hitting the spot, warming me from the inside out. My brothers' animated chatter was just a low hum in the background, my thoughts still a little murky.

"What?" I asked Hailey, noticing she was practically drilling holes in my head, a half-frown of concern on her face.

She leaned in, pointing directly at the side of my head. "You're getting bald right there," she said, her voice a mix of playful jab and genuine observation.

We all cracked up, the unexpected comment shattering the heavy mood. The casual banter, that easy family back-and-forth, lightened the weight of the morning's news, reminding us of the tight bond we shared. A real moment of chill in the middle of our serious world.

My eyes went wide in fake horror, and I shot out of my seat to check myself in the closest mirror, playing along, laughing at my own expense.

"Watch it, insolent little punk... you'll pay, dwarf," I playfully growled at Nikolai, dialing up the mock-serious tone, leaning into the sibling rivalry.

"Ha-ha, like you could," he shot back, egging on more laughter from everyone, the playful jabs flying.

"Just you wait," I stated, settling back into my seat with a grin. We picked up with breakfast and the chatter, the vibe relaxed, totally family, the earlier tension completely gone.

After we finished eating, clearing plates and lingering over the last drops of coffee, we shifted to the living room, that familiar spot where we always gathered. As the boys and I prepped to head out for the incoming delivery – today’s business already calling – I caught Hailey's eye. Needed a word with her alone.

"Yeah?" she asked, turning to me, a question in her gaze.

"I need you back here early this afternoon. I want to talk," I told her, holding her gaze, making sure she got the serious undertone. She gave a thoughtful nod, her eyes reflecting a flicker of curiosity, maybe even a touch of unease.

We hit the truck, the armored beast a constant, solid symbol of our world. Then we rolled out, heading for the drop-off spot, the morning sun glinting off its polished metal.

"What's the word from the perimeter?" I asked aloud, kicking off the security check, needing to be sure everything was locked down.

"All good. No red flags on the coast," Nikolai reported, relaying the intel from our crew, his voice calm, all business.

"Perfect," I said, satisfied with the update. I gripped the wheel, the engine roaring to life as we pushed forward.

We sent two vans ahead, running point, to keep things low-key and deflect any unwanted attention, creating a solid buffer. Our sharpshooters were already dialed in, positioned on rooftops and high points, their eyes glued to our backs, providing the real-time overwatch. All told, we had over twenty men covering us, with about ten running with us directly, just in case things went sideways. A full-on mobile security detail, locked and loaded for the pickup.

We rolled up to the spot, a hushed, industrial stretch of warehouses on the city's fringe. The crew with the drop was already waiting, standing by their rigs, ready to move. We swung open the doors, stepping out into air thick with the smell of diesel and warehouse dust. We walked toward them, the meet already running smooth, exactly as planned.

"Mr. Miles," their boss said, greeting me, extending a hand respectfully.

"Mr. Fonseca. Everything squared away?" I asked, returning his firm handshake, getting straight to the point.

"Yeah, ready to make the exchange?" he confirmed, his tone professional, no-nonsense.

I gave a curt, decisive nod, signaling I was ready. "First, I need to eyeball it," I stated, sticking to protocol, ensuring every detail was on point. I signaled my men to start the inspection.

One of my guys, a seasoned pro I trusted with my life, got to it. He went over the package with a fine-tooth comb, checking every seal, every label. Once he gave me a subtle nod, that quiet signal that everything was tight, meeting our standards, I knew we were good.

Deal locked, my guy's silent confirmation on point, we got to work. The load was moved swiftly into the waiting warehouse, the transfer efficient, practiced, minimizing any exposure. I hung back inside the warehouse for a bit, running through a few pending orders, getting some deliveries packed and ready. Just locking down the day's logistics.

Around 2 PM, with the midday sun blazing, we finally headed back home. Business handled. The second I hit the house, that familiar comfort after the grit of the industrial zone, I made a beeline for my room. Needed to chill, hit the reset button. Took a quick, cool shower, washing away the grit and the tension of the morning.

I stepped out of the bathroom feeling reset, the grimy edge gone, and prepped to head downstairs. The day's operations were wrapped, but family stuff was still on deck. My stomach let out a loud rumble, a stark reminder I’d totally skipped lunch in the morning rush. Man, I was starving.

In the kitchen, the warm, familiar scent of home cooking hit me. I gave María a genuine smile, a quiet thanks. "Hey, María," I said, my voice softer now. She gets me, senses what I need without a word. She already had a plate of fresh, hot food waiting. I dug in, eating hard, savoring every bite of that home-cooked comfort.

"How was it?" María asked, her voice tight with that familiar concern, always worried about our risky line of work.

"All good, everything's locked down," I assured her, trying to ease her mind.

"Well, that's good," María replied, though her eyes still held that flicker of worry, that clear maternal concern. "I'm always just... so scared for you all," she confessed, her voice barely a whisper.

"I know, I know, María, but it went smooth. Don't worry," I said, reaching out to give her a reassuring smile.

Just then, my brothers strolled into the kitchen, drawn by the smell of food and the sound of voices. "Where's Hailey?" I asked, noticing her absence right away. It wasn’t like her to miss lunch.

"She went out to grab something for me at the market, probably on her way back now," María explained, giving me the rundown.

"Not more than an hour ago... and don't worry, I made sure the driver went with her," she added, a little smile playing on her lips, knowing my protective streak and wanting to calm me.

"Perfect," I said, feeling a little more settled knowing she had our security detail with her.

Nikolai chimed in, his voice all hyped up, "Mmmmmm, this smells amazing! I'm starving, can I get some more, please?" He made these ridiculous gestures, practically hamming it up to show how hungry he was, his antics lighting up the room. We all busted out laughing at Nikolai's zero-filter manners, his over-the-top hunger, and his comical expressions.

Just then, right on cue, Hailey walked into the kitchen, grocery bags in hand. She went around, dropping a quick kiss on each of our heads by way of greeting. "Hey, little brothers," she said, her tone warm and easy.

"Hey, sis. Finally," I replied, a definite wave of relief washing over me. "You eat yet?" I asked, genuinely checking on her.

"Yeah, I had lunch with Nanny before I left. I get special treatment in this house," she shot back, teasing María about her favoritism.

"Of course, María spoiling you again, huh, ha-ha... Right, well, after we all eat, we need to talk," I said, reminding her of our earlier conversation, the discussion still hanging.

"Sure, I'll wait," she said, pulling up a vacant chair and settling in, ready to listen.

While I polished off my killer lunch, soaking in the good food and the easy company, we shifted gears to Hailey's upcoming birthday. Turning eighteen was a big deal, a legit milestone. She wanted to throw a party with her friends, all buzzing about it. "How many people are we talking?" I wondered, just trying to get a handle on the scale of this thing.

"Honestly, I just want it to be friends," she replied, emphasizing her preference for a smaller, tighter crew.

"Mmm, maybe that's actually better," I teased, a playful edge to my voice, taking a slow sip of my fresh orange juice. Just hinting at the potential headaches that came with a bigger bash.

She shot me a look, half-closing her eyes in playful annoyance, then turned to the boys for backup. They'd heard my subtle dig and burst out laughing, totally getting my vibe. Hailey blushed a little at their reaction but laughed along, her initial seriousness melting into shared amusement.

"I want cake, music to get down to, and... and... and some BEER," she added, saying it out loud, then cracking up at her own boldness. The idea of alcohol was still a bit of a boundary push for her.

"You're wild... you don't even drink..." I said, the disapproval sharp in my voice, my brotherly concern kicking in. "But... but it's my birthday. Plus, I'll be legal," Hailey countered, her playful defiance firm, pushing hard on that impending adulthood.

"And that's the first thing you want to do the second you hit eighteen?" I asked, a touch annoyed by what felt like such a flimsy request, my protective instincts flaring.

"No... it's just... I thought it'd be fun..." Hailey replied, looking a little deflated by my immediate shutdown, her excitement dimming.

I stayed quiet, just running her request through my head for a few minutes, weighing the angles, her wants against the real risks. "I'll consider it..." I finally said, laying out a compromise. I put my used napkin on the table and pushed back my chair, signaling lunch was officially over. "I'll be waiting in my office," I added, leaving the kitchen. The serious talk was still on the horizon, just looming a little closer.
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I walked into my office, the familiar scent of rich leather and aged wood wrapping around me, a silent promise of control and a real escape from prying eyes. I dropped into the deep comfort of my desk chair, leaning back just a fraction, waiting for my brothers to roll in and for Hailey to finally show up for our sit-down. As I sat there, the quiet hum of the building settling around me, my mind instantly drifted to my sister, a sharp wave of brotherly concern tightening in my gut.

I couldn't shake this knot of unease about her wanting to throw back drinks at her party. The very thought of her experimenting with alcohol hit me like a cold shot, kicking my protective instincts into overdrive. It felt like yesterday she was this tiny kid, all innocence and wide-eyed wonder, and now she's chomping at the bit to dive headfirst into adulthood, perils and all. It’s a fast lane she’s trying to hit, and honestly, I wasn’t ready for it, not even close.

Ugh... teenagers. They’re a whole different breed, so damn unpredictable. Their wild wants and impulsive moves sometimes slam right against my gut-deep need to shield her from anything that could remotely hurt her.

(...)

Then, a soft click, the sound of the door easing open, snapped me out of my thoughts. My brothers walked in first, their presence filling the space with their usual calm strength, and then Hailey followed, her face a mix of nervous anticipation and raw uncertainty. I let my gaze sweep over each of them, taking them all in, and pulled in a slow, deep breath, bracing myself for the tough conversation ahead. I was about to drop some heavy truths that would undeniably flip Hailey’s whole world, her entire view of our family.

“Sit down,” I said to Hailey, my voice smooth and low, gesturing to the sleek leather chair I’d had placed directly across from my desk. It was a setup designed to pull her into my space, to make this serious talk feel personal, intimate. She moved with a delicate grace, settling into the chair, but I could see the slight tremor in her hands, the subtle flicker of nerves. Her eyes, wide and fixed on me, were swirling with a potent mix of curiosity and a deep, unsettling worry.

“First off, I need you to lock in and listen, really listen,” I began, my tone calm but firm, like a low rumble. “Let me lay everything out, every single piece, before you jump to any wild conclusions or fly off the handle.” Hailey gave a small, almost imperceptible nod, her eyes still glued to mine, soaking in every word, every nuance of my voice, with an intense focus.

“Look, there are things we’ve held back from you, secrets we’ve intentionally buried deep,” I continued, choosing each word with careful precision, aiming to soften the punch of what was coming. “We did it to protect you, especially because you were so young back then, so... innocent.”

“But now, you’re not that kid anymore. You’re stepping right to the edge of adulthood, and I figure it’s high time you got the full picture, the raw, unfiltered truth about our family, about our lives.” She stared at me, her expression a kaleidoscope of confusion, apprehension, and a desperate eagerness to finally peel back the layers of unspoken tension that had always hummed beneath the surface of our lives.

“We’re not just some regular folks running businesses, not like you’ve probably always pictured,” I said, finally peeling back the curtain, letting the core truth hang in the air. I kept my voice steady, every word chosen to convey the sheer weight of it without turning it into some cheap drama. “We’re tied deep into operations that are way, way beyond legitimate business deals. Fact is, we’re the most dangerous players in this country, plain and simple.” The blunt reality dropped like a stone, heavy and sharp, waiting for her reaction. Her eyes blew wide, shock visibly rippling across her face. Her initial confusion twisted into disbelief, then a dawning, chilling comprehension.

“But... the Miles companies? All the businesses we own, that we run... they’re not enough for us? Is that what you’re telling me?” she whispered, her voice barely a breath, struggling to wrap her mind around the enormity of what I’d just laid out, trying to force her image of our family to fit this shattering revelation.

“Yeah, it’s true. The Miles companies are legit, they’re pulling in good money, successful,” I confirmed, acknowledging the public facade we maintained. “But it wasn’t always like this. What we’ve got now? It’s built on a different kind of foundation. Generations back, when our grandfather first kicked off the company, everything was booming, a real thriving operation.”
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