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      BE WARNED, this next installment goes pretty dark, so please read with caution. Some triggers include detailed blood and gore, sexual violence, discussions of child abuse, descriptions of torture, forced drug overdose, animal abuse, and forced pregnancy. Please be protective of your mental health and check my website for a full list of all triggers.

      

      WORD TO THE WISE — please don’t be an asshole and skip straight to the end just to see who dies!

      I spent over six years working my ass off on this book in between graduating law school, studying for the bar exam, working full time, navigating a new career path as a lawyer, having a baby, and living life in general. I know it took forever, but I was trying to make Stand the best possible story it could be, to give it all the effort and love it deserves so that when you finally pick it up, you can see and truly appreciate the quality of the work I put into it.

      Maybe it doesn’t end the way you want it to, but my hope for you is that the ending is still something you can respect, because despite your hopes and dreams, after what you just read, the ending makes sense and you’re able to accept it.

      So I beg you, don’t skip to the end and ruin this journey for the both of us. Don’t just bypass the entire story to find out how it ends. Read the whole thing so you know why it ends that way. And I promise it will make so much more sense to you. And then maybe you won’t completely write me off for not writing this book for you. I wrote it for me and I wrote it for fun, and fuck, did I have so much fun with this world I built.

      ALSO! There are going to be moments in this book that are going to make you want to throw your Kindle across the room and hunt my savage ass down. Don’t do that. I’m just gonna need you to do both of us a favor and TRUST ME! I promise that all will be well. Just take a breather, remember what I said, then dive back in. Everything has a purpose, including the emotions I plan to rip out of you through-out this final installment of this rollercoaster of a series.

      As a special little side note, to all the bitches on Goodreads who said I’d never finish this series and blah, blah, blah, you can eat my ass right after you’re done eating the fuck out of this book [image: grinning face with smiling eyes]

      REMINDER! Take your time, savor the moments, because you’re only going to be able to read this last book for the first time just once. Cherish that while you still can because it’s the last time another door to Jaden’s world will open.

      And for the record, even if after everything you’ve read, you end up cursing my name or placing a bounty on my head, I’m still glad you were willing to be a part of this bloody world I wrote, specifically to scar you for life. So thank you for being here.

      Now go traumatize yourself one last time for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE STRONGER SERIES PLAYLIST

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          	
        Into the Fire - Asking Alexandria (Darren’s song)
      

      	
        Monster - Starset (Jaden’s song)
      

      	
        Limits - Bad Omens
      

      	
        Going Under - Evanescence
      

      	
        Feral - Bad Omens
      

      	
        Dangerous Woman - Ariana Grande (End of Strike)
      

      	
        Crumbling Castles - Taylor Swift
      

      	
        Papercut - Linkin Park
      

      	
        Resentment - A Day to Remember
      

      	
        Break Stuff - Limp Bizkit
      

      	
        Don’t Stop Believing - Journey
      

      	
        Move Bitch - Ludacris
      

      	
        Hold Me Down - Halsey
      

      	
        Looks like Hell - A Day to Remember
      

      	
        Fully Alive - Flyleaf
      

      	
        Angel on Fire - Halsey
      

      	
        Back in the Saddle - Aerosmith (End of Spark)
      

      	
        Back in Black - AC/DC (Beginning of Strike)
      

      	
        Haunted - Evanescence
      

      	
        Coming Undone - Korn
      

      	
        Bad Company - FFDP
      

      	
        Way Down We Go - KALEO
      

      	
        Psycho - Breaking Benjamin
      

      	
        ‘Till I Collapse - Eminem
      

      	
        Like a Nightmare - Deadset Society
      

      	
        Defeated - Breaking Benjamin
      

      	
        18 Wheeler - P!nk
      

      	
        Hard Times - Paramore
      

      	
        I am not a woman, I’m a god - Halsey (End of Stand - Part One)
      

      	
        The Fountain - Bad Omens
      

      	
        Bodies - Drowning Pool
      

      	
        You Should See Me in a Crown - Billie Eilish
      

      	
        Birdie - Avril Lavigne
      

      	
        The Greatest - Sia
      

      	
        Welcome 2 Detroit - Trick Trick
      

      	
        Look What You Made Me Do - Taylor Swift (End of Stolen)
      

      	
        I Did Something Bad - Taylor Swift
      

      	
        Give You What You Like - Avril Lavigne
      

      	
        Here’s to the Night - Eve 6
      

      	
        My Prerogative - Britney Spears
      

      	
        Stronger (What Doesn’t Kill You) - Kelly Clarkson
      

      

      

      

      This playlist encompasses the entire series.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Celebratory Sabotage

      

      
        2. Bombshell

      

      
        3. Invalid

      

      
        4. Remedy

      

      
        5. Gone

      

      
        6. Breaking News

      

      
        7. Showtime

      

      
        8. Good Girl

      

      
        9. Black

      

      
        10. Volatile

      

      
        11. Opportunist

      

      
        12. Atomic Bomb

      

      
        13. Courtesy

      

      
        14. Vindication

      

      
        15. Resolutions

      

      
        16. Endgame

      

      
        17. Savages

      

      
        18. The Signal

      

      
        19. Good Luck

      

      
        20. Fury

      

      
        21. The Pawns

      

      
        22. Mad Love

      

      
        23. Into The Fire

      

      
        24. Breathe

      

      
        Epilogue One

      

      
        Epilogue Two

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Jay Marie

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      This is for you. For the ones who have suffered. For the ones who have despaired. For the ones who continue to fight every day to simply stay alive. And for the ones who are already lost. It is my greatest hope that you find your way back to us, for I am not done fighting for you...but only you can make yourself stronger.
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      The tears on my face had long dried up, their salty paths tight on my skin as I stared up at the ceiling. Rubbing my tired eyes, the length of chains attached to each of my wrists rattled noisily, their chilling sounds a reminder of my new prison.

      Or old prison, I should say.

      Darren had all four of my limbs chained to our bed, the lengths long enough to allow me to toss and turn in the misery he’d promised me.

      I was now into the third and final day of my “acceptance period” with literally no books, no company, no Camaro, no Sloane, no forms of entertainment to console me while I “adjust” to the idea of motherhood.

      Just me and the damn ceiling.

      The only time I was allowed out of the chains was to use the bathroom or work out twice a day, followed by a shower. Not exercising was apparently bad for the baby, so that was not only allowed but strictly enforced.

      You know what else is bad for the baby? Stress. A hateful mother. And a lying, murdering psychopath for a father.

      At least Darren had been thoughtful enough to place a decent-sized trash can next to the bed so I could conveniently lean over and vomit my lunch up every day.

      I was still plagued with the occasional nausea, so I supposed that sleeping most of the day away was a good way to escape the discomfort and pass the time. Except, according to Darren, sleeping interfered with the time he wanted me to spend visualizing our child and the “happiness” motherhood would bring me.

      It made me want to vomit all over again.

      How could any woman be happy about raising a child they knew would suffer unimaginable cruelty for a significant portion of their childhood?

      Once or twice, I considered strangling myself with one of the chains to spare both of us the horrors of the future. But, of course, Darren had already thought of that and made sure the chains weren’t long enough for such an attempt. God forbid he allow death to interfere with his plans for this happy family he was envisioning.

      I still hadn’t warmed up to him for three and a half years, yet he thought a child would magically change everything overnight.

      Moron.

      Darren was right about one thing, though. I had known this was coming. Known this whole time and dreaded the inevitability. I just hoped for another miracle that would continue to delay or prevent the whole damn thing—like someone shooting him in the balls or something.

      Then the bastard deliberately made me believe in the hope I’d been longing for with that fake implant replacement, making me stupidly think I had more time than I really did. But naturally, it was just another illusion.

      And now that my long-held nightmare was finally here, the cage Darren had built around my life had just become ten times smaller. Just like he wanted.

      My world felt so much tighter now that I could barely breathe in it.

      After he left the infirmary that day, I’d been so enraged by his deception that I somehow managed to pick myself up off the floor and stormed into our room to find the one thing I knew I could still use to slice his heart open.

      But true to his character, Darren would never let me see him bleed.

      He’d barely reacted at first, but the act of instantly throwing the letter into the fire was more than just a means of protecting his empire. He was protecting himself so he could continue living in that sweet, fluffy cloud of denial.

      No way would he believe he was making a mistake, especially when it came to his wife. He was her god, after all. Nothing could thwart his plans for the future, not even the past.

      He wasn’t his father. I wasn’t his mother. And the circumstances were not the same. Not in his eyes. No way would history be allowed to repeat itself.

      Like Darren had said, it had only been three and a half years. I still had plenty of time before I eventually caught up to Diana’s brand of crazed desperation.

      But hadn’t I already reached that level of desperation? Diana was no longer the only one to start a war for her own benefit. My ass had started two at the same damn time. And Darren was still winning!

      I was quickly running out of resources to exploit, and now that Diana’s actions had been exposed, I had very little gain to show for it. At least for now.

      But the more I thought about it, the more I knew revealing that letter had been irrational at the time. It was strictly an emotional reaction, catered more toward revenge than any measurable amount of leverage.

      I probably should have waited for a more calculated and opportunistic moment, but it had seemed almost poetic at the time.

      I’d hoped that Daniel would be there so he too could bear witness to the madness of his mother. Judging by his reaction, it seemed to hit him harder than it did Darren. Either way, the seed had been planted, and regardless of what either of them said, the effects of the truth would take root.

      I just didn’t know what those roots would inevitably sprout into.

      Preferably something I could bludgeon them with.

      But there was one small silver lining that I might still be able to use to hang them all with, assuming I ever found the right opportunity to do so.

      Darren clearly did not want the information about his mother reaching anyone else's ears.

      According to him, the fears of a potential uprising were a very real possibility. If someone were to allow such a dangerous “rumor” to spread, I might end up with a far better outcome than I had originally anticipated.

      I would have to keep my eyes open for the opportunity to send out that flare that could create one hell of a forest fire that Darren might actually struggle to extinguish.

      Lying still, I tried to feel every inch of my body, from the tips of my toes all the way to the top of my head. I didn’t feel any different. Aside from the occasional nausea, I didn’t even feel pregnant.

      Whatever unlucky life now growing inside me was keeping itself hidden from me as best it could, staying in the shadows where it was still safe. That could just be the denial still talking, though.

      Would it be a boy or a girl? Blue or hazel eyes? What if it was a boy with red hair? Would Darren be mad? Male redheads always suffered an unfair stigma for some reason. People didn’t seem to like red hair on men as they did on women, and it was such bullshit. Boys got bullied so much harder in school because kids thought they looked weird.

      I had a friend in elementary school who actually had to switch schools because he was bullied so bad for his red hair. I tried to tell him to just beat the shit out of them, but he wouldn’t listen.

      And then it made me wonder even more—would our child even grow up to have bullies? Would they be allowed to socialize with other kids? Make friends? Or would they just have private tutors for their whole lives?

      If we had a daughter, would Darren just discard her completely? Just ignore her until she was grown enough to marry her off to someone who was just as awful as he was? Would he at least spare her the same torture he’d endured as a child?

      Boy or girl, it clearly didn’t matter. Their future was already decided for them, and it was full of nothing but anguish. And right now, there wasn’t shit I could do to stop it.

      The bedroom door suddenly opened, my eyes latching onto the sound of anything other than the noise of my wretched breathing. Sloane entered the room, her gunmetal eyes warming with sympathy as they grazed over my limp form.

      She sighed quietly to herself as she approached, scratching the side of her buzzed scalp where her Japanese dragon tattoo snarled at me.

      “Your husband would like you to join him and the rest of the family for dinner in twenty minutes,” she informed me, her Russian accent particularly heavy today.

      I cocked a lazy brow at her, surprised by the sheepish demeanor in informing me of my apparent evening plans.

      “The rest of the family, huh?” I mumbled, completely disinterested. As much as I would love to see Katherine right now, the idea of having to tolerate Darren’s presence soured the entire thing. “I think I’d rather eat alone. Again.”

      Her lips tightened before she shook her head. “It’s not a request,” she replied, regret lingering in her tone as she reached out to unlock the chains from the cuffs on my wrists.

      When all four of my limbs were free, I sat up and stretched my back with a dramatic yawn.

      “Of course it isn’t,” I murmured, then hopped off the bed and headed for the bathroom.

      As I stood in front of the mirror to tidy up my hair, Sloane lingered in the doorway, her eyes gliding over me with an odd look of uncertainty. I glanced over at her for a split second, then returned to brushing my hair.

      “Something up?” I asked her, wincing as the brush caught on a seriously painful knot.

      “You’re unhappy about the baby,” she stated plainly, her soft gaze lingering over my stomach. “Why?”

      “Because I didn’t get to choose it,” I replied, my tone flavored by a bitter taste as I stated what I thought was obvious. “It was forced onto me under false pretenses.”

      Sloane’s brows knitted together in confusion as she watched me braid my hair into a loose braid down the side of my neck.

      “Why would he need to go to such lengths? Do you not want children?”

      Her Russian accent hinted at the concern she was clearly trying not to voice with her words. It seemed she didn’t understand why a husband’s wife would be unhappy about having his children.

      “I don’t want to have his children,” I answered bluntly as I tied a small rubber band around the end of the braid, then grabbed my toothbrush to quickly brush my teeth.

      “But why?” she balked, bewildered by my disdain. “You are his wife. Is it not your duty to provide him with children?”

      I spit out the toothpaste and nearly tossed my toothbrush into the sink in anger. Straightening my spine, I turned to her and glared.

      “No, it isn’t, Sloane. But is it not my husband’s duty to remain truthful to his wife? To refrain from betraying her trust by engaging in deceitful tactics for his own ambition?”

      Sloane tilted her head, shaking it slightly as she failed to grasp the issue.

      “But why would he need to lie to you?” she implored. “Why do you not want to bear his children?”

      “Because I want to spare them from the horrors of this life!” I nearly shouted. I could feel my chest heaving as my blood pulsed with irritation. “Darren intends to torture my children so they will become just as cruel and ruthless as he is. What kind of mother would I be if I didn’t do everything I could to prevent that? Even if it meant averting their existence entirely.”

      With that, I shot around her tall frame to storm into the closet and find something I wouldn’t be able to wear to dinner in a few months. As I aggressively sorted through the dresses, trying to find the ugliest thing possible, I could feel Sloane’s eyes on me again.

      “What do you mean he intends to torture your children?” she asked carefully.

      I sighed as I tilted my head back and stared up at the ceiling. This woman was seriously testing my patience today.

      Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath and slowly let out all my frustration.

      “When Darren was a child, his father would have him and his brothers tortured once a year for three days to build up their pain tolerance. And he intends to keep this tradition going for his future sons since it worked out so well for him.” Finally finding something suitable, I slipped on an ugly sleeveless burnt orange peplum dress, then flailed hopelessly with the zipper at the back. “Would you mind?” I asked Sloane as I turned to the mirror to angrily smooth the fabric down.

      I watched her approach from the mirror, her eyes downcast as she took the zipper between her fingers and carefully zipped it up my back.

      “You must understand,” Sloane began as she hooked the clasp at the top of the dress closed. “Men must be strong in this world, as the weak will not survive in it. Your husband’s methods are certainly harsh, but I understand his reasoning.”

      I sighed again and rubbed my tired eyes. “You understand then why I would just rather not have children at all.”

      Abandoning the pointless argument, I moved to the corner of the closet that contained my vanity and sat down to make myself look more human and less zombie. After adding some simple mascara, under-eye concealer, and a touch of blush, I looked a little less pissed off and slightly more awake.

      “I’m sorry you feel that way, and that you’re upset about your pregnancy,” Sloane suddenly said, making me pause applying my lip gloss so I could glance at her through the mirror. “It is unfortunate that your husband lied to you and dishonored your trust for his own gain.”

      I felt my stomach twist as I absorbed the sincerity in her face, uncertainty for her own skin splintering inside my gut. Was she trying to get herself killed?

      “You shouldn’t talk like that. Darren wouldn’t like it,” I said carefully. “I don’t want to see him hurt you for appearing disloyal to him by siding with me.”

      Sloane’s eyes flickered with what seemed like appreciation, the corner of her mouth curling up ever so slightly. She then nodded her head and moved to exit the closet. "I’ll wait for you outside.”

      I watched her leave through the mirror, tremors pulsing through my limbs as fear for her safety suddenly hit me. She was sympathizing with me, something Clive and Owen never did. Maybe because they were smart, or maybe because they didn’t care. But Sloane had told me she felt I was worthy of her protection. How far would she go to stay committed to that ideal? She certainly wouldn’t be able to do any of it if she crossed Darren. Which meant I too needed to watch what I said around her.

      Selecting a pair of low gold heels, I slipped the shoes on and checked myself in the mirror one last time.

      Even under all the makeup, my eyes still looked haunted, and my complexion was pale and lifeless, worsened by the harsh color of the dress. Releasing a slow, heavy breath, I closed my eyes and counted backward from five. When I reached zero, I felt calm enough to confidently walk through the hurricane that awaited me downstairs.

      Stepping through the bedroom door, Sloane raised her head to glance at me and then followed as I walked past her.

      “Where’s Camaro?” I asked softly as I moved down the hallway toward the stairs.

      “With her trainers, working on new drills,” Sloane answered from behind me.

      I nodded, making my way down the stairs, clutching my stomach at the sound of voices catching my ears. Rounding the corner, I found Darren standing next to Daniel and Katherine near the dinner table, each of them holding champagne glasses.

      All eyes landed on me when my heels announced my entrance into the dining room. And then I glanced up at the congratulatory banner hanging over the wall and scowled.

      Katherine took the opportunity to set her glass down and quickly rushed over to me. Her burns were concealed under the long-sleeved yellow dress she was wearing, her hair draped strategically around the scarred side of her face.

      “Congratulations, Jaden! We’re so happy for you,” she said enthusiastically, and then wrapped her arms around me in a tight embrace. “I know you’re upset,” she whispered into my ear, “but just go with it.”

      When she pulled back, she smiled at me, reminding me to give her one in turn, though much less animated. “Thanks,” I replied.

      Darren’s eyes hit me like a tidal wave, and I didn’t even have to return his gaze to know he was practically eating me alive. Ignoring the burning pressure of his stare, I made my way closer to the table, gripping its edge to ground me in place. But I knew Darren wouldn’t allow the distance as he moved around the table, the predator in him sliding up behind me to glide his hands across my abdomen, pressing me against him.

      I stiffened, wanting nothing more than to throw my head back and bust his nose in, but unfortunately, my head was inches below his chin at the moment.

      My skin bristled as I felt him lower his mouth to my ear, his voice low for only me to hear.

      “Are you going to behave tonight?” he asked softly. “Because your dog misses you terribly.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek to stop my bitchy retort but nodded. If polite dinner behavior got me Camaro back, then I could survive what would likely only be an hour of torture anyway.

      “Good girl,” he said and then kissed my temple before stepping away to pull out my chair for me.

      Darren tucked in my chair for me as I sat down, and everyone else took their seats. Daniel then took his champagne glass and raised it for a toast.

      “Well, I’m glad your wife is finally embracing her duty to expand our family. Here’s to hoping for the sons you deserve,” he said, the snark in his tone unmistakable.

      What a dick.

      Darren and Katherine raised their glasses to join Daniel’s toast while I only stared at mine, noticing a similar colored liquid.

      “It’s only grape juice,” Darren clarified.

      I hummed in acknowledgment, then reluctantly raised the glass to clink against the others, taking a sip and wrinkling my nose at the overly sweet taste. Yuck.

      “How’ve you been feeling, Jaden?” Katherine asked, her eyes wide with interest.

      I pursed my lips at her question, unsurprised by her curiosity. Even if I wasn’t happy about the forced stealth pregnancy, she would still concern herself with my well-being in general.

      “Nauseated,” I answered, ditching the grape juice for the glass of ice water in front of me.

      “I know the feeling,” Katherine replied in sympathy. “It was like that for me too in the first trimester. But it should go away in the second.”

      “Great,” I said as my tired eyes slunk back to the empty gold charger placed in front of me.

      “You have brothers, don’t you, Jaden?” Daniel suddenly asked.

      My gaze shot up to his at the mention of my family, my stomach flipping into a tight frenzy. I could see Darren’s deadly glare aimed at Daniel, a clear warning in his gaze not to push further. He didn’t like it when my life before him was brought to light.

      “Yes,” I said simply, keeping my answer short.

      “Much younger than you?” he continued, unfazed by the awkward atmosphere he was clearly intentionally creating.

      “Yes,” I answered again, my heart rate picking up.

      Daniel nodded in satisfaction. “Good. Then you should have no problem with raising a boy in this family. I know you weren’t raised to be a proper caretaker, but that experience will come in handy for you.”

      I frowned, unsure what to say to that little insult. “I’m not sure it will matter either way, but thanks.”

      “Of course it matters,” he retorted snidely. “You’re going to want to be prepared for his upbringing as best you can so you’re able to properly support him as he grows into a man.”

      I cocked a brow at him, noticing the bait he was clearly dangling in front of my face. I wondered if he would take mine just as well.

      “And what is it about his upbringing that I need to be prepared for exactly?” I asked. “Assuming we ever even have a boy.”

      A wicked grin flashed across his face. “Oh, I’m sure Darren won’t stop breeding you until you do.” Daniel snickered, causing Darren to side-eye him. “But let’s just say your son’s childhood won’t be as easy as your brothers’ was.”

      “Enough, Daniel,” Darren warned, his gaze hardening with irritation as he glared at his brother.

      I tilted my head at Daniel, the sharpness of my tongue too quick to catch. “Why? Because my brothers weren’t tortured every year for three days straight the same way you two were as children?” I deadpanned. “Sorry, but I don’t think any mother could ever be prepared for that.”

      Daniel’s wide eyes shot to Darren’s. “You actually told her that?”

      Darren’s expression narrowed at Daniel’s scorn, the look of challenge flashing in his dark eyes.

      “Wait, tortured?” Katherine stammered. “As a child? What is she talking about, Daniel?”

      Daniel rolled his eyes and sighed. “Nothing,” he answered sternly. “Forget she said anything.”

      Katherine suddenly stood from her chair and stared down at him, more distressed than I’d ever seen her.

      “No! Tell me right now! You were tortured as a child? Why would Jaden worry about the same thing for their son? What aren’t you telling me?”

      Daniel had the look of murder on his face as he looked up at her from his seat. “Katherine, sit down and shut your mouth,” he ordered, his voice hard with warning.

      When Daniel’s furious gaze landed on me, all I could do was shrug and hide my smirk.

      “Sorry, I thought she knew,” I said innocently. “I actually planned on asking her how she came to terms with it, but I guess that would have gotten both of us nowhere.”

      “Oh my God, I can’t hear this anymore!” Katherine practically shrieked as she finally turned to flee the room. Daniel stood after her.

      “Katherine, get back here!” he shouted as he chased her, the sounds of their arguing echoing down the halls. I found myself a little stunned that Katherine had actually stood up to her husband the way she did. What a proud moment for her.

      Still trying not to smirk and maintaining my air of innocence, I took another sip of my water while avoiding Darren’s gaze that was damn near incinerating my soul. Setting the glass down, I glanced over at him with doe eyes.

      “What? I thought she knew!” I exclaimed, hunching my shoulders in an innocent pose. “It’s not my fault they don’t communicate.”

      Darren slowly shook his head at me, the agitation coming off him in hot waves.

      “This was supposed to be a celebratory dinner for us,” Darren seethed, his tone low with barely contained rage.

      “And your brother had to ruin it by bringing up a sensitive topic to goad me.”

      “Which you fell for almost immediately,” he snapped.

      I huffed a breath of annoyance. “Well, it wouldn’t have even mattered if Daniel hadn’t hidden something so important from his wife,” I retorted, glaring at Darren from the corner of my eye.

      He looked like he was about to smack me when Scott abruptly charged into the dining room, panic on his face. “We have a huge fucking problem,” he announced.

      The scowl on Darren’s face reached new heights of terrifying as he growled in agitation, slamming his hand on the table as he rose from his chair. “Don’t you dare leave this room until your plate is fucking spotless. We’ll continue this conversation later,” he rasped down at me before turning away to follow Scott. “And burn that goddamn dress!” he shouted over his shoulder as he thundered out of sight.

      Gloating over the now empty table, I finally released the smirk I’d been struggling to hold back and took another sip of my water, feeling like the cat who ate all three of the fucking canaries.

      The door to the kitchen suddenly swung open, and a cart with a covered tray was placed at the top. It was being pushed out by the chef, Pascal, who suddenly paused when he saw it was only me at the table.

      “Where is everyone?” he asked, his French accent thick with disappointment.

      I folded my lips together and emphasized the sympathy for his hard work on my face. “Looks like it’s just gonna be me tonight,” I answered somberly.

      “Oh,” he murmured as he looked down at the cart. He then lifted the lid and took one of the plates for the setting and carried it over to me, setting it down on the charger. “Enjoy,” he said, and then stepped away only to quickly turn back around. “And congratulations on your pregnancy.”

      I tried not to frown at him at the sentiment. “Thanks.”

      He nodded and then turned around to push the cart back into the kitchen.

      At his absence, Sloane strolled in, noting too how empty the room was and then snickered at me. “Looks like you got your wish,” she teased.

      I smirked back at her before turning around in my chair to look down at the special dinner Pascal had made. The smell of the cooked salmon suddenly hit my stomach like a sucker punch to the gut, and I instantly vomited up all the water I had just drank onto the plate.

      “Ah, fuck.”

      No way was that plate going to be spotless anymore.
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      I followed Scott out of the dining room, attempting to leave my anger behind at the dinner table and failing. I silently cursed myself for not using a surrogate so I could still beat Jaden’s ass when it suited me. But I wanted to see her swell with my child too damn much. Maybe I’d reconsider it for round two and three.

      My brother was also definitely owed a fist or two to the face in the very near future.

      “What the fuck happened now? My corporate headquarters get raided by Homeland Security?” I asked sarcastically as I followed Scott up to the security room.

      “Worse,” he replied. “The server farms were destroyed.”

      That gave me pause, my blood already reaching a dangerous temperature as it was. Out of the dozens I had, there were only three that truly mattered to me.

      “Which ones.”

      Scott shook his head and sighed. “All three of them.”

      I swore I heard him wrong. “What?”

      Scott opened the door to the security room, the guards sitting at the computer stations where all the monitors were secured to the walls. “Look,” Scott said, pointing at three different screens.

      Smoke and fire filled the camera view, barely giving enough distance from the parking lot to show the entire scene. But I could see enough. The entire building was up in flames, parts of the exterior already collapsing in on itself. The same thing appeared in the two other facilities, all three of which were spanned across the entire state of California.

      My heart rate skyrocketed, and I saw red.

      “How in the fuck did this happen?” I nearly roared.

      Scott reached out and rewound some footage until ten minutes before the blast. A line of people burst from the doorway into the parking lot, most of which were a few on-site guards, cleaning staff, and the operations team. A total of fifteen people. But then two minutes later, a group of six men in all black exited the building. I narrowed my eyes, recognizing a fucking tactical team when I saw one.

      One of the men paused under the camera and took off the black mask he wore to conceal his face. When he finally looked back up, a shit-eating grin split across his face. And then he mouthed the words that had been taunting me for too fucking long.

      “Another. Step. Ahead.”

      The fucker then winked at the camera and walked out of sight. Ten seconds later, the building began to erupt in a series of explosions until it was swallowed by fire.

      My fists curled so tightly, I was sure I was about to break the skin of my palm and knuckles.

      I recognized the asshole the second he looked into the camera, clearly wanting me to know it was him. That it had always been him.

      Jason. Jaden’s ex.

      I suddenly no longer had an interest in killing the meddlesome piece of shit anymore. Now, I would make sure he spent the next long years of his life wishing I’d been that merciful.

      Tearing myself away from the security feed, I slowly paced the room as I worked to regain control of the absolute murderous rage that wanted nothing more than to destroy everything in sight. This whole thing was going to end up on the fucking eight o’clock news.

      “How the fuck did they know exactly which server farms to attack? There are dozens of them!”

      Scott shook his head, clearly at a loss for what to tell me. He had no idea how these fuckers bypassed all the firewalls and security measures my managing company put in place to protect the locations of my greatest secrets and most damaging blackmail material imaginable. Not to mention the majority of the data stored from Triguard headquarters and dozens of shell companies.

      With the click of a button, every debt I had ever secured, legal or illegal, was wiped clean in a matter of seconds. Video files, photographs, contracts, mergers, investments, loans—all up in literal flames.

      The strings I had been able to pull for so long over people in positions of power that benefited me were now cut from my grasp, and there was no way to retrieve any of it. Politicians, judges, investors, CEOs, lawyers, agents, police, and dozens more all wiped clean of my influence in a matter of seconds.

      Besides me, Scott, and Dan, only three other people knew what was contained in those servers, and the world could never know that their destruction meant the ultimate freedom from my grasp.

      “Eliminate the others who know the contents of those servers,” I ordered. “No one can know what happened to the data or why. Destroy the security footage and get a team at each site to confiscate evidence of the explosives. I want to know everything before the goddamn government does.”

      Scott nodded as he pulled out his phone but paused when he saw me head for the door. “Where are you going?” he asked.

      “For a ride,” I said, slamming the door behind me and making my way into the garage.

      Flinging open one of the lockers against the garage wall, I changed into the spare set of clothes I kept in different places around the house, switching my suit for a pair of jeans, a leather jacket, and boots.

      Grabbing my keys and helmet, I opened the garage door and turned on the ignition to the Ducati 1299 Panigale S. Ironically, it was the same bike Jaden had used to escape my estate all those years ago.

      To this day, I still couldn’t believe how she managed it, but at least she had good taste in bikes.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket again, the caller ID being the only reason I answered.

      “What have you got, Marx?” I asked. He’d better have answers if he was calling me this soon.

      “Did their operations team tell you they had a breach in their system a week ago?” he asked me.

      I paused as my hand clenched tightly around the phone. “No.”

      If they had a breach and didn’t inform us that my data had been compromised, there would be hell to pay.

      “Figures,” Marx continued. “It was pretty big. Whoever it was, they were there for nearly fifteen minutes before anyone knew, and by then, they were already gone before anything could be done. It doesn’t look like they ever found out who it was either.”

      Son of a bitch.

      “Anything else?”

      “No, that’s all I have for now. I’ll let you know when I find more,” he answered.

      “Good. See if you can figure out who it was,” I said and hung up.

      After securing my helmet, I shifted into gear, riding out of the garage and down the driveway, the iron gates opening in perfect timing as I peeled out onto my private road. Reining in my rage, I forced myself to save it for the right time and concentrated on the road instead.

      Speeding down the highway, I zipped past several cars, weaving in and out of traffic as I made my way toward my destination. It took about twenty minutes for me to pull up to the house in Spring Valley, hidden away up a private drive.

      Pulling off to the side, I removed my helmet and hid my Ducati in an obscured section of the property. The desert landscaping didn’t offer much cover, but it would have to do.

      As I maneuvered around the modular desert house for a quieter entrance, the mostly glass exterior showed virtually no one inside. The back door was too easy to break through, the lock disengaging without effort as I silently pulled it open and stepped inside.

      The house was quiet. The 1970s vibe of the interior gave away its owner’s age and their obvious refusal to renovate to the current century. Rounding the corner, I found my target sitting at his desk, his back to the open door as he typed something on his laptop.

      “Damage control, I hope?” I said from the doorway.

      Patrick Edgar jolted from his seat, turning around frantically with the ghostly white face and wide brown eyes.

      “Davis,” he gasped as he clutched his chest. “What are you doing here?”

      I cocked a brow at my longtime manager of Digital Frontiers, leaning against the doorframe, unimpressed. “Haven’t you heard the news, Pat?”

      He stared back at me for a moment, unsure of himself. “Of course, I have. I just got off the phone with the insurance company.”

      I almost snorted. The insurance company. As if that was a top priority right now.

      I dipped my chin as I casually walked farther into the room. “And what did you tell the insurance company?”

      Patrick frowned as he looked up at me from his chair. “That I don’t know what or how any of it happened.”

      I raised my brow at him. “No? Not a clue, huh?”

      His eyes followed me as I moved closer throughout the room. “It sounds like you do,” he insinuated cautiously.

      I nodded in acknowledgment as I turned to fully face him. “Turns out, those particular buildings were specifically targeted by a certain group of individuals looking to cause me trouble.”

      Patrick looked confused for a moment as his eyes focused away from me. “Why would they target those specific buildings?”

      I folded my arms across my chest and stared him down. “The question isn’t why, Pat. It’s how,” I affirmed, my voice cold with disdain. “How did they know which buildings to target?”

      Patrick shook his head, his eyes bouncing all over the place. “I-I have no idea.”

      “No idea? You don’t think it might have anything to do with the little data breach you neglected to inform me of?”

      Patrick’s eyes widened as his mouth dropped open. “I-I was told it was just a fluke by the security team. N-nothing happened. Nothing was stolen.”

      I cocked a brow at his response. “Three destroyed buildings would suggest otherwise,” I deadpanned. Patrick stammered as he tried to come up with an excuse, which annoyed me even more. “Why didn’t you tell me about the breach, Pat?”

      He blinked several times at me, his brain spinning for anything to justify his incompetence.

      “I-I didn’t think it was something to report,” he answered. “Like I said, nothing really came of the breach. Everything was fine!”

      I subtly shook my head at his blundering. Denial was not a good look on desperate men.

      “You couldn’t possibly know that, Pat. Any kind of breach compromises the entire system and its data, no matter the circumstances. You should have known this.”

      The old man sputtered some more, making nothing but noise as I continued to slowly close the distance between us.

      “The only reason I can think of that would explain your lack of disclosure of something so critical is because you didn’t want to reveal your sheer incompetence.”

      Horror drew all the color from his face. “No! I…I…that’s not⁠—”

      “The truth is, you’ve been slipping for a while, Pat. Your commitment to this role has dwindled in the past year, and it now only seems to appear when damage control is required…to cover up your own mistakes.” The man began to shake, his lower lip trembling as his breathing became more erratic. “I’m always watching, Pat. Always,” I sneered, my blood rushing at the scent of fear in the air. “But in this particular case, my decision is made.”

      Pat stared back at me with wide glossy eyes, his shoulders hunched with so much tension it must be killing his back.

      “W-what decision?” he stuttered, still frozen in his chair.

      On a deep exhale, I approached his desk, careful not to spook him as I made my way behind his chair and placed my hands on his shoulders.

      “You’re fired, Pat.”

      Gripping the underside of his jaw and the back of his head, I snapped his neck to the side just hard enough for a severe vertebral artery dissection. The tear in the artery I made leading up the brain stem would cause serious cerebral hemorrhaging critical enough to trigger an acute fatal stroke.

      Dropping Pat’s head, his upper body fell over his desk, his limbs twitching as his oxygen-deprived brain struggled to function properly. I left Pat to his fate and discreetly exited the house, grateful the sun had finally set.

      Pulling out my phone, I dialed Scott.

      “Yeah,” he answered.

      “Locate all the members of Digital’s cyber security team and round them up. I want to know what they know.”

      “Got it,” he confirmed. “Marx is still sorting through the system to make sure they didn’t leave any shit behind.”

      I nodded as I mounted my bike. “Good. Let me know when he finds something.”

      I hung up the phone and placed it back in my jacket pocket. Starting my bike, I secured my helmet, then headed toward the source of my latest frustration. Thirty minutes later, I pulled up to a hilltop over the destroyed building, overseeing the smoke still filtering through the wind in the background.

      Firefighters, paramedics, police, and news reporters still littered the scene, their bodies swarming like ants over a rotting carcass. Hopefully, my team of forensic ballistic experts had already confiscated what they needed, blending in with the rest of the ants down there without suspicion.

      The state authority’s investigation into the explosion would take months, if not years, and was going to be a huge pain in my ass. But I knew whatever method of explosives Jason and his little boy band used would be untraceable. So the investigation would just be another thorn in my side to waste my time and delay my ability to act.

      With all three buildings going up at the same time, there was no way they could call it a coincidence. No prospect of an accidental gas leak or electrical fire. There was no story I could spin that would point to any other plausible explanation besides an intentional plan of assault.

      Hell, the media might even call it a terrorist attack, given the implications.

      The buildings were all owned by a shell company belonging to Triguard, and the servers harbored more than just my own data. Dozens of other businesses utilized the same server infrastructures.

      The similarities and connections between all three locations would make it difficult to pinpoint an exact target or motive. The only thing connecting them was now lost forever.

      As I looked down at the destruction, it wasn’t lost upon me that lately the tides seemed to be turning in another direction. My losses were beginning to match the weight of my wins, and some were getting heavier by the day. But this one? This was the most detrimental.

      While not all of Triguard’s data had been lost, far too much of it had been, and the company might actually never recover. My management team was already implementing our disaster recovery plan, but only so much could be done to minimize the damage.

      Triguard’s stocks would ultimately plummet, which would then diminish the value of the company. Hundreds of people would likely lose their jobs due to cutbacks. Meanwhile, hundreds of millions of dollars would be lost before the year was over. Bankruptcy was easily on the horizon if we didn’t move fast to salvage what we could.

      Jason may have missed the head of the snake to my empire, but he had certainly severed the lower jaw in one clean slice, reducing my bite force by half.

      If I wasn’t so enraged, I might have actually been impressed with the blow.

      No one had ever come so close to exacting my ruin in so short a time. Except for maybe my wife, who was still determined to dismantle my inner peace every chance she got.

      I tried to pay Jaden’s surprise bombshell about my mother little attention, but I couldn’t deny it hadn’t left behind a crack in my exterior. Not deep enough to warrant any change in my desires or plans, but it was difficult to ignore a surface-level itch that tormented me relentlessly.

      The war my mother had started helped shape me into the man I was today, her plans backfiring astronomically. But I couldn’t help but wonder if things would have been different if she had stayed the course of her fate.

      Would I have felt differently if I had watched her deteriorate day by day from the cancer until her death? Would the perspective of witnessing my own mother slowly die in front of me change my ability to sympathize? Would it have made me a softer man? Or would my father had just worked ten times harder to beat it out of me anyway?

      While I still had the ability to feel empathy, it was a rare occurrence since my instincts to override emotional connections were stronger. I’d learned to disassociate and disconnect from human attachment long before my mother had left us. It had been so strong at one point it almost became my entire personality until I got older and learned to balance it to my advantage.

      Would my mother being alive have made any bit of a difference? Would my life be any different? Would I be any different? The more I thought about it, the more I knew the truth. No, it wouldn’t, because my father would have never allowed it. Just like I won’t allow it with Jaden.

      My father did not permit my mother to influence our childhood in any way, and Jaden would be no different. She would not change the course of our child’s upbringing, no matter what she did, and if she wanted to even see her children, she’d be mindful of that.

      She thought that letter would serve as some kind of threat, a dark omen of the future, but all it did was reinforce what I already knew and had long ago accepted.

      I could never trust my wife.

      Jaden might be far more cunning than my mother ever was, but Jaden had far less freedom to act on it. My father didn’t limit his wife the way I do mine. He didn’t need to. My mother knew her place and was happy to stay there. He had no reason to suspect her of such treacherous capability, so of course, it was easy for her to move between the shadows unnoticed.

      Jaden would not be so lucky.

      The spotlight I consistently kept her under was eternally inescapable, and it would stay that way. She could continue fighting me until the end of time, and it wouldn’t change a goddamn thing.

      I was never letting her go, no matter what she did, and for any hardships she managed to cause me, I would only blame myself.

      Her behavior was my responsibility, and her actions were my responsibility. Jaden was a pain in the ass most of the time, but she was my pain to have and no one else’s. Ever.

      My phone buzzed in my jacket pocket with Daniel on the other line. I wanted to ignore him since I was still pissed about him intentionally baiting Jaden earlier, but I knew he would just keep calling. I didn’t even get the chance to answer before he started screaming into the phone.

      “What the fuck is going on?!” he nearly shrieked. “How the hell did this happen, Darren?”

      I sighed into the phone. “Patrick failed to alert us about a security breach they had in the system a week ago. Somehow, they figured out which locations to hit.”

      “Who the fuck is they?!” Daniel growled angrily.

      I paused for a moment, contemplating whether to divulge the exact who, but in the end, I decided a united front was best.

      “Jaden’s ex-boyfriend,” I bit out.

      I was met with nothing but blissful silence for a few seconds before he finally spoke, his voice finally at a reasonable decibel.

      “What the fuck do you mean, her ex-boyfriend?”

      “You know exactly what I mean,” I replied. “Turns out, he’s been that secret thorn in my side I could never seem to find.”

      More silence as Daniel started to put everything together. I could hear him scratching his jaw and pacing the room.

      “How?” he asked, his voice still heavily coated in disbelief. “He was a fucking nobody. How the fuck is that possible?”

      Good. Fucking. Question.

      “Apparently, he’s been doing a lot more than just hiding from me. The fucker has been very busy,” I replied.

      How he’d been able to do it, I had no idea. But I would find out.

      “Hold on,” Daniel snapped, taking in a sharp breath. “So you’re telling me, the ex-boyfriend, who you’ve been hunting for years, who has evaded you the entire time, is the reason we’ve lost decades worth of blackmail that has kept us on top since the 1990s?”

      For the second time today, I almost crushed my phone in my hand.

      “Careful, little brother,” I warned. “Now is not the time to piss me off any more than I already am.”

      “Well, how the fuck is this possible, huh? Someone has to be helping him. There’s no way he’s been doing this alone.”

      This was true. There was no way he could be acting alone. Unless he somehow won the lottery in Europe or was a trust fund baby this whole time, someone had to be funding his vendetta against me.

      “He wasn’t alone. It seems he has quite a few new friends now,” I answered.

      “Yeah? Well, what if those friends happen to be someone on the inside? How the hell else would he know exactly where to strike?”

      A rat on the inside was always possible. No matter what, money could easily find a way to suppress someone’s fear of my consequences for disloyalty. Money could act like a damn traumatic brain injury when presented with enough to sway you into doing something incredibly stupid.

      “A rat is possible. I’ll have Scott look into it.”

      Daniel scoffed, chuckling maniacally to himself. “Why bother having Scott look into it when you could just ask her yourself?”

      I furrowed my brow in confusion. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about your wife, jackass. How the hell do you know she hasn’t been conspiring with this asshole this whole time?”

      I shook my head and rolled my eyes, working to calm the rage building in my chest. Because that was ridiculous and impossible.

      “And how the hell could she possibly do that? She’s under constant surveillance.”

      “I don’t know, Darren, why don’t you go ask her?” he snarled. “You can get the truth out of anyone. Your wife is no exception.”

      I took a deep breath to calm my growing rage, lowering my voice to be absolutely clear. “Listen to me carefully, Daniel, and listen good,” I began, my voice fierce with warning. “Under no circumstances is Jaden ever to be aware of any of this shit involving Jason. Do you understand me? I do not want her knowing what he’s done or that he is still fighting for her.”

      Daniel scoffed. “Why the fuck not?!”

      “Because I fucking said so, you disrespectful little shit!” I roared into the phone. “Do you hear me? If she finds out, not only will it renew her hope of escape, but the emotional shitstorm it will create while her hormones are all over the fucking place is a headache I don’t fucking need right now! That fucker is probably even hoping I’ll tell her so she can start meddling too somehow.”

      A vicious growl left Daniel’s throat, rasping into the phone. “You’re wasting the opportunity to see what she knows about this guy. She could give you the insight to predict his next move.”

      I rolled my eyes. “She can’t tell me anything I can’t already find out for myself.”

      “How the fuck would you even know if you’re not going to ask her yourself!?”

      The agitation in my voice could not have been more clear. “I said no, Daniel. This is not a fucking debate. My wife will remain ignorant of this,” I affirmed.

      Daniel groaned as his footsteps from his obvious pacing echoed into the phone. “Well, what the fuck are we going to do about this, huh?” he scorned, the bitter tone in his voice making me wish I could strangle him through the phone. “We need to get all of this handled!”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose, working to release the tension constantly growing behind my eyes. When did my brother become such a pain in the ass?

      “I already have Marx looking into the breach, a team is currently on-site for evidence extraction and analysis, the manager of Digital Frontiers just had one hell of a fatal stroke, and I will take care of Jason myself. Things are being handled, but if you want to make yourself useful instead of disrupting my marriage or intentionally baiting my wife like some kind of childish dickhead and ruining what was supposed to be a celebratory dinner earlier, then you can start by finding Pat’s immediate replacement. Or is that too much for you right now?”

      Daniel was silent for a moment, cursing under his breath and groaning into the phone before responding. “Fine,” he said, and hung up.

      Shaking my head, I pocketed my phone and released a deep breath, returning my focus back to the mess below me.

      The scene was nothing short of metaphoric, the destruction a symbol of what was to come if I didn’t get a handle on the situation. I had a damn child on the way, which meant I needed to ensure my kingdom was still standing for that child to eventually rule one day.

      My phone buzzed again, making me want to toss it into what was left of the building below, but it was Scott. And he’d better have good news.

      “What have you got?” I said into the line.

      “Something I never thought in a million years was a possibility,” Scott answered, his tone warped with what sounded like disbelief. “Jason is working with Matt.”

      I suddenly felt my back sit up a little straighter, sure I had misheard him. “What the fuck did you just say?”

      Scott sighed like he didn’t want to repeat it. “The ballistic materials found in the rubble confirmed the maker. They’re Matt’s weapons.”

      I sat there in silence, my brain wrapping around the idea that Matt and Jason had somehow teamed up against me. It was the most unlikely duo I could possibly think of, but in reality, it actually made perfect sense.

      They both had an agenda, though I had no idea what benefit Jason could possibly offer Matt. Clearly, there was more to the man than I had originally anticipated if Matt was willing to use him.

      The question was, how the fuck did they find each other? What connected them other than me and Jaden? Fuck, was it Kayla? Had they both found her?

      My teams still had yet to locate her, so it wasn’t entirely impossible, though I couldn’t see Kayla willingly returning to Matt on her own. A deal had to have been made if what I was thinking was true.

      “I want a full report on this guy. Where he grew up, his family, his fucking credit score, I want it all. And I want it ASAP,” I ordered.

      I never gave a flying fuck who Jason was before, but after this, I needed to know what the fuck I was dealing with now.

      “I’ll get someone on it now,” Scott said and hung up.

      Starting my bike, I headed back to the estate and allowed the ride to clear my head, hoping the time could filter out some of the fury still swimming in my blood. Because when I got home, I was going to spend the entire rest of the night fucking the woman Jason wished he owned until she couldn’t walk the next day.

      Because she was fucking mine…and only mine. Forever.
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