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MILL CREEK MYSTIQUE SERIES



A collection of stand alone, small town, romantic suspense novels. Each book can be read independently but features characters from the town of Mill Creek.





Suggested Reading Order


Trent's Redemption


Hidden Identities


Breaking Point


 Kane’s Reckoning


Legally Bound - Coming Soon













  
  
Author’s Note






Kane’s Reckoning was originally slated to be the first book in my Mill Creek Mystique series, a town inspired by a place where I spent summers with my family. Ultimately, my publisher decided that this story wouldn’t be the first book in the series and set it aside for Trent’s Redemption, my debut novel. 

While the mining elements are not the main focus of Kane’s Reckoning, all the mining details in this story are nods to my father, a humble miner. At the time that I interviewed him as part of the research and planning stages of this story, he was living with Parkinson’s disease, which limited everything he loved doing, both cognitively and physically. Finding common ground for engagement became increasingly difficult, but when he talked about mining, he traveled back in time and found some happiness. Even though I knew that not every story or detail would make it into the story, it allowed him to contribute. He had a purpose, and it was clear in every conversation how proud he was of his history. 

Unfortunately, my father passed away just before Trent’s Redemption was published, which broke my heart. Continuing the Mill Creek Mystique series with Kane’s Reckoning became very difficult to write. I had tried countless times to keep working on it, but my heart wasn’t ready. The stack of notes from my interviews, every page I reviewed and revised, brought me back to my dad’s room and all those conversations where he became part of its fabric. 

Finally, I’m ready to share Kane and Annika’s story, which is set just before the start of the events in Trent’s Redemption. Since this series is standalone, you can read these books in any order. 

Hold on to those you love, tell them you love them often, and cherish beautiful memories of the time spent with them.

XOXO, 

Bailey
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To my ride-or-die, who lives by the motto that you should never desert dessert. I love you to the moon and back!




To my father, we did it! Better late than never. 




In loving memory of Danny, who had a golden heart and a warm smile, you will be deeply missed.










  
  
One




January—Current Day

Mill Creek 

Annika Bauer had survived. 

Joyfulness surged through her, giving way to an eagerness to begin this new year. From her porch, she inhaled the frosty morning air. Crystals from the latest snowfall dotted the once-grassy meadow, while rays of light danced, creating a spectrum of color with the rising sun. 

She loved it here. 

From behind her, Kane slid his strong arms around her middle, securing her against his firm chest. There wasn’t a better feeling in the world than being wrapped up in her husband’s embrace. Safe. Loved. Happy. 

“Morning, sweetheart,” he whispered against her ear. “Are you warm enough in your pajamas and robe?”

She nestled into his body, loving how his heat warmed her backside. “Have I told you how much I love our home?”

“A few times, but my ego loves it every time you do,” he replied. His deep voice rumbled just above her, adding another layer of comfort.

She sighed. “It’s a shame your family never appreciated your architectural talent.” 

“They didn’t appreciate a good many things,” he said, a puff of condensation following each word. Kane twisted her frame around until he could cup her cheeks. “It still haunts me knowing that I almost lost you.” 

She rested her head against his chest, hugging him like a breeze might push them apart. The fuzzy softness of his cashmere sweater caressed her cheek. They stood connected for a few minutes. She’d found contentment in this simple pleasure. A haven she cherished.  

“I almost lost you, too.” 

She never wanted to return to that level of fear or anxiety. Today, she would stop hiding from the pain and the truth of what she endured. It was time to share her story with her friends, whom she adored.   

Unable to spare any more minutes, she lifted her head to raise up on her tiptoes to kiss Kane’s lips. “If we don’t get moving, I’ll be late for brunch. I volunteered to bring the leftover champagne from our New Year’s Eve party.” 

Kane gifted her with one of his signature male-model smiles, which melted her insides. “Do you want to take both cases?”

“No, silly, that’s too much! One case will work,” she replied, grasping his hand and nudging him toward the house—the better to admire the view of his backside, his tailored slacks molding perfectly to his toned body. 

Kane paused at the granite countertop in the kitchen, swiping his keys off the counter.  “Go get ready. I’ll load the champagne into the Range Rover,” he said.

“Thank you,” she replied. 

She padded down the hallway toward their master suite, then paused. “Hey, Kane, don’t forget your new baseball glove. I put it on the workbench in the garage.” 

“Got it,” he groused. “Eat something scrumptious for me because I’ll be cold, hungry, and wearing the worst pants ever made while playing ball with the guys.”

 She burst into giggles.  “Clarke would die from laughter if he heard you complaining. It’s a league, Kane. You signed up for this with everyone, remember?” 

“Yeah, I’m aware, but I don’t remember being forewarned about the uniform. Whoever designed an outfit made entirely of polyester should be banned from designing clothing,” Kane groaned.

Annika laughed harder as she continued down the hallway. She had come to accept that she married a man of fashion, but she’d never give up trying to bring a bit of denim and casual style into his life. “Think of it as an adventure, Kane. You're doing something you missed out on.” 

She loved that man more than her next breath. Kane may have lived a life of privilege she couldn’t imagine until recently, but there was so much childhood he didn’t get a chance to experience—his first pair of cutoff shorts, making mud pies, playing ball with the boys. 

Annika stepped into her steamy shower, rushing to get ready. If she were late, she would never hear the end of it from Aimee. She swore that girl was becoming more like Clarke every day. That thought made her grin. She slid behind the steering wheel, enjoying the buttery-soft leather as it molded to her body. Once the engine roared to life, she hit the seat warmer button. Whoever had invented that feature would hold a place in her heart forever. 

Before long, she was pulling into her friend’s driveway. The front door opened, revealing three smiling women rushing to hug her. Maggie was hosting the brunch, although she was still learning to cook. Thankfully, Aimee brought the lion’s share of the food. Jasmine was joining them today, too; she and Noah were back in town from the holidays.

“Finally! I thought you and Kane got tangled in the tinsel,” Aimee said.

“Did you bring the champagne?” Maggie asked at the same time.

“Aimee, I’m like thirty seconds late,” Annika replied. She pressed the button to lift the tailgate. “In the back, Maggie.”

“It’s good to see you, Annika,” Jasmine called over the chatter. 

Yes, these were her girls, Annika thought warmly. She loved them dearly and loved spending time with them. She followed everyone inside into the kitchen, where they settled into a comfortable chorus of activity as though they had done these types of gatherings their entire lives, not a matter of months. 

A loud pop echoed as Jamine opened the champagne. She poured some into each flute with a splash of orange juice before distributing them. “Ladies, to us! May good health, lots of laughter, and zero calories or wrinkles follow us into the new year! 

The clinking of glasses and murmurs of approval followed.  

“I’m guessing not pregnant?” Annika asked Maggie, as her friend sipped her mimosa. 

“No, it was a damn false positive. However, Trent was adorable, taking the blame and declaring that we need to double our baby-making time.” 

After a moment, she rested her head on Annika’s shoulder. “The doctor said when the time was right, it would happen. I just want it to happen sooner rather than later, you know.”

Aimee took a drink of her own bubbly concoction. “I’m all for being Auntie Aimee, Maggie. Don’t worry; we’ll be throwing you a baby shower in no time.” 

Maggie lifted her head and smiled. “So, Aimee, any wedding plans yet?” 

Aimee slipped on two oven mitts to place the quiche on a trivet to cool, the buttery pastry scenting the air. “No, we’re enjoying the whole engagement period. I want to make sure that whatever we decide, it works for Clarke’s aunt to attend.” 

Annika pointed the pie server at Aimee. “Remember Maggie’s wedding in front of the old mill last fall? It was stunning. All the bright leaves against her white dress—she looked magical.”  

Jasmine’s brows popped up excitedly. “That’s a great idea! It would also be familiar ground for Clarke’s aunt.” 

“You’re right—I’ll have to run that past the big guy,” Aimee nodded. “Quiche is ready, ladies.” 

Another round of cheers filled the room as everyone started serving themselves. 

“I’m starving and so thankful that Aimee cooked for us,” Annika said as she elbowed Maggie. “That fruit salad looks amazing. Did you make that, Maggie?” 

Maggie harrumphed and said, “Yes, I made it all from scratch, right down to chopping all of it. Isn’t it a masterpiece?” 

Annika, Aimee, and Jasmine burst into laughter. They headed toward the living room, where the sound of forks scraping against ceramic followed. Annika loved how everyone fit together—a shared understanding. Whether they were shopping, eating, or just sitting in silence, this group clicked. The fact that they were all survivors may have brought them together, but the friendship they forged made them a sisterhood. 

“Man, this fruit salad is out of this world! You’ll have to get me the recipe, Maggie,” Annika said, winking at Maggie’s playfully annoyed face. 

“One day, ladies, I’m going to cook a meal that will rival this one.” Maggie retorted.

“Aimee, next time you make a quiche, make an extra so I can have one,” Annika said.

Maggie rolled her eyes at Annika before mumbling around a mouthful of food, “Make it three.” 

“This is delicious! Make it four,” Jasmine piped up. “I know I’m the newest to this sisterhood, but you all are the best. And so damn fierce. Just thinking about what we all endured is humbling.”

Aimee laughed and patted Jasmine’s shoulder, then placed her empty plate on the coffee table. 

Annika added her plate to the stack. “I love that we have this big extended family vibe happening. I think it’s amazing that someday our children will get to grow up with each other.” 

“How did you and Kane get together? I know something went down, but I don’t know the details.” 

The room went still. Aimee and Maggie paused as their gazes traveled between Jasmine and Annika. 

“Shoot, did I say something wrong?” Jasmine frowned with concern. 

“No,” Maggie said, flashing Jasmine a small, comforting smile. “It’s just that Annika has never shared her story with any of us. Well, we know the gist of it, but not the whole of it.” 

Aimee leaned forward to grab her flute. “There’s no pressure, but if you’re ready to share, we’d like to hear it.”

Annika froze as a sudden rush of panic washed over her. This was exactly what she had wanted to do today during brunch. And she was ready to tell her story. She just needed a moment to gather her composure. 

“It’s okay, Annika, another time.” Aimee shifted her attention away from Annika. “So, Jasmine—”

“No, I’m ready. It’s past time, but I’ll warn you, it’s a long story.” 

Without a word, Aimee, Jasmine, and Maggie enveloped her in hugs. She was humbled by the power of their love and support. These women were part of her family. 

“Don’t you leave out one detail, Annika,” Maggie said, right before hugging her again.

Once everyone returned to their seats, Annika started. “Let’s start when I first met Kane, right before you came to Trent for help, Maggie.” 








  
  
Two




June—Six Months Earlier 

New York City

Annika looked at her alarm clock again and groaned. The number eleven stared back at her, making her feel like Monday would never end. The endless nights were the hardest to endure; her demons were always louder and more persistent after sunset. In the blanketing darkness, it was hard to ignore the ugly memories she preferred to keep buried. 

Now, she’d have to wait until the sun peeked over the horizon, dancing between skyscrapers, for her monster to retreat. She blew out a frustrated breath. She reached up and lightly touched the soft, puffy skin under her eyes, knowing it would be ringed with dark smudges. 

Adapting to the pace and newness of New York City added another layer of change to Annika’s healing process. A fresh start and new perspective made sense. Her therapist agreed, though she cautioned Annika that such a big change could stir up a pot of emotions. While her decision to move from Los Angeles was the right choice, the hardest part of her self-induced relocation was realizing her fear and pain still followed her. She knew moving wouldn't erase her history, but she had hoped it would at least quiet it. 

Her parents were supportive of her move, but she knew deep down they didn’t like it. Her trauma was hers, but they had experienced it from a different angle. Still, they swallowed their fear, realizing they couldn’t shield her from everything. 

She huffed out another breath and stretched her body to grab the television remote from the side table. This tiny, Midtown studio cost her more than her two-bedroom apartment in LA, which had included parking and a view. However, she saw the appeal of giving up square footage to live in the heart of New York City. It would be impossible to become bored with so much to do, see, and eat on any given day. But what appealed to her most was the anonymity of being one of many who traveled the streets daily. 

Her mind shifted back to the goal of the moment: to fill her head with enough trivial nonsense long enough to fall asleep. A full night of peaceful slumber sounded marvelous, and she would need it to be her best for the job interview tomorrow. She plumped up her pillows and snuggled down into the futon. She fumbled with the up and down buttons on the remote, searching through the channels until she found something upbeat to watch. Seconds turned into minutes before she finally drifted off to sleep. 

A loud bang and the distinct sound of splintering wood jarred Annika awake. A tremor wracked her body, immobilizing her as she strained to hear what came next. 

How had he found her? 

Her heart thundered in her chest. It was hard to hear over the rush of blood running through her body. Desperately, she tried to scream, but only a pathetic squeak escaped her throat.  She was going to die, and there was no one else around to stop it from happening.

A dark figure stood by her door, here to finish what he had started, but all she could do was stare at his silhouette. 

No, damnit! She was tired of being a victim. She hadn't come this far to give up now. 

Sucking down a sharp, deep breath, she centered all of her strength to scramble off the bed. Her limbs were heavy and leaden, making her movements clumsy, but she wrestled with the sheets and pillows until the cold and hard wall pressed against her back. Her eyes darted across the small space, trying to locate her attacker. Where was he?

She blinked her eyes several times, her chest heaving as she struggled to calm her breath. Flickers of light from the television illuminated the room, a commercial playing on the screen. Shadows marred the items in her apartment, giving her kitchenette an eerie appearance. 

As she worked to process what she thought she saw, the ominous images of her studio faded. Her door remained intact, hanging from its hinges with the chain lock engaged. There was no one by the door—only a hat stand from which a coat hung, the gloomy darkness making it look larger and somewhat human. She was utterly alone, but very much alive. 

Her panic dissolved along with her remaining strength. Exhaustion and frustration claimed her as she slid down the wall. When she reached the floor, she buried her face in her hands and sobbed burning, hot tears. 

The moment she’d walked into her therapist’s office, winning this battle to heal became non-negotiable. This nightmare consumed her. How could she dare to live in the present, dream of a future, when her past tainted every damn thing? She wanted herself back, not this silhouette of who she used to be.

She shook her head to clear her mind, needing to hear the two voices that gave her strength and surrounded her with love. She found her phone on the nightstand and dialed the number she knew by heart.

“Hey, Mom.”

“Hi, sweetheart. Are you okay? It’s late,” her mom asked, jumping right to the point of the call.

Annika closed her eyes and swallowed. “Everything is fine.” 

Her mom paused. Her concern was evident, but she didn't press the point. Instead, she launched into a full lineup of questions. “How’s city life? Have you met any new people?”  

She pictured her mom sitting on their sofa, waving to her father to join the conversation. The last thing Annika wanted to do was validate her mother's concern. She pulled at a strand of hair and twirled it around her finger. “Not really, I’m not feeling that social yet. I'm still learning my way around town. There is so much to do here; I can’t wait for you to visit.”  

The East Coast lifestyle and the sheer density of people and cultures present in this magnificent city were awe-inspiring. Even learning how to tackle daily tasks took different considerations, like deciding between walking, riding the subway, or hailing a cab. Although the choice to walk seemed to be her last option, at some point, she had to get used to walking the streets. If not, that creep won. 

“Sweetheart, this move won’t accomplish your goals if you don’t put yourself out there and start taking baby steps,” her mother said, her voice firm but laced with a mother’s love. 

“I know, Mom, but that’s easier said than done. I do have some good news—I have an interview tomorrow for a short-term nannying position.” 

“Oh, that’s wonderful, dear! We can’t wait to hear all about it.” 

Annika heard the muted sounds of the phone being passed off to her father. 

“Sweet girl, did you get the card we sent you?”

“Yes, Dad. Thanks for the extra money.”  

Annika heard her mother’s raised voice in the background as she began braiding a large section of her hair. “Don’t laugh when you hear his idea.”

"Ignore your mother. This is a great idea. The fifty-dollar bill is for your sock. Pickpocketing and purse snatching can be common in big cities. If you fold the bill into quarters and place it inside your sock, you'll always have money to get home safely.”

Annika heard her mother giggling in the background as the side of her mouth ticked up. Her father looked out for those he loved. She couldn’t help but poke him a little. “What if I’m wearing sandals, Dad?”

“Nope, you should only wear sneakers and socks. They provide better foot protection and overall support.” 

She heard another exchange before her mother was back on the line. “Sweetheart, put the money in your bra.”  

Annika laughed wholeheartedly. She could almost hear her father's distress through the line at the mere mention of female undergarments. No doubt he was several shades of red by now. She unraveled her braid while listening to her parents' side conversation. Their love was clearly reflected in almost everything they did. Would she ever find her perfect match?

Interrupting their banter, Annika chimed in. “Okay, I’ve got it. I can store my fifty in many places. I gotta go, but I love you both. And yes, I'll be careful.” 

“We love you too, sweet girl. We’ll talk soon,” her father said as her mother shouted from the background, “Call us when you hear from the nanny agency! Love you!”  

When the call ended, she noted she was already feeling better; warmth suffused her body. She desperately wanted structure to her days, and a job would check that box. She hoped this assignment from the agency would be a good fit. She would be traveling to Idaho with her charge for an extended period while her employer stayed in London for business.  

Nancy, one of the agency’s managing administrators, had told her that the Millers had been clients of the agency for nearly fifty years. When a routine background check had brought Annika’s past to the forefront, Nancy had every right to ask deeper questions, given how high-profile the clients were. While difficult, Annika knew there was nothing to hide, so she shared what she’d endured in dealing with her stalker in Los Angeles. 

Before her ordeal, her goal had been to open a private practice to help children through life's difficulties. Now, that goal, and any plans to start her Masters in Psychology program, were on the back burner. She couldn’t even think about providing therapy until she’d put her demons to rest…if she was ever able to.


      [image: ]Kane Miller loved flying into LaGuardia Airport because his flights always included a private architectural tour of New York City. Whether it was daytime or nighttime, his soul and passion were recharged every time he took in the magnificent views of the city. Architecture was his love language. From drafting his visions to constructing his masterpieces, he took pride in how he would leave his mark on the world. Maybe, if his wildest dream came true, his designs would one day be studied around the world. No feeling felt more powerful for him. Except in knowing this irritates my father to no end. 

As he exited the private terminal, he saw his chauffeur waiting outside for him near his Bentley. Albert grinned widely as Kane approached. “Welcome back, Mr. Miller. As always, it’s a pleasure to see you. I trust you had a good trip?”  

Kane rolled his eyes at Albert’s formal greeting as he slid into the backseat of the SUV. Once the older man shut the driver’s door, he leaned forward to talk to him face-to-face. “You know to call me Kane.”

"I know. But in public, I’m your employee. It’s a matter of respect,” Albert said as the vehicle moved forward.

Kane and his older brother Craig had grown up spending most of their time being escorted and driven around New York City by Albert. At some point, Albert and Linda had become their surrogate grandparents, a distinction he and his brother had kept to themselves. While their parents were never present for anything except milestone events, Albert and his wife Linda enthusiastically attended most of their school and extracurricular events, cameras always in their hands. 

He still had the scrapbooks, or brag books as Linda called them, that she had made for each of them over the years, detailing every big moment. He was always touched by the meaning and love behind that book. 

His own mother had only had professional photographers take portraits of his family every so often. Any other significant event covered in the local society magazines or newspapers was displayed on the coffee table for a limited time.

“Albert, you’re family. You’ve earned that right years ago.” Kane said, patting his shoulder to emphasize his meaning. 

Albert nodded before shifting back into chauffeur mode. “Do you need to stop anywhere on the way home?” 

“Nope. Just home to KPM Towers.” He sighed wistfully, thinking of the building he designed himself. “I don’t know if I’ll ever grow tired of seeing it.”

“She’s a beauty,” Albert agreed. 

“I could design and build a lean-to, and both you and Linda would be proud.”

“You bet we would. Linda wouldn't live in it, but she'd gush all the same. She loves to snack on all those fancy little appetizers and to tell all of Manhattan about you,” Albert replied merrily as he turned onto the Parkway.

Kane’s chest warmed at those words. As the patriarch of the family, the mighty Bruce Miller’s philosophy on feelings and overt affection meant that those things made a person weak and open to exploitation and manipulation. Everyone and everything was a means to an end, and that endgame always served Bruce’s interests. 

However, under Albert and Linda’s care, he and his brother had learned what unconditional love and unwavering support meant. They could always count on the couple, no matter what. It was those life lessons that had changed something fundamental within him, propelling him to pursue his dreams of architecture, a decision that put him and his father directly at odds most of the time. 

Bruce Miller had different paths planned out for his sons.

As they drew near KPM Towers, Kane soaked in the view as if it were his first time seeing it. This was his purpose and the love of his life. Happiness bubbled inside of him, making him eager to move on to his next project. 

A few moments later, his vehicle came to a stop. As the doorman opened his door and started retrieving his baggage from the trunk, Kane leaned forward again. “Thanks, Albert. Give my love to Linda.”

He thumped the roof to signal he was clear before following the doorman into his building and up to his unit. His cell phone rang. When he recognized the caller, he smiled and picked up. 

“Hey, big brother, you have impeccable timing. I just got home from Alaska.”

“I know.” Craig’s voice was tight and clipped. “I need your help.” 

Kane stopped flipping through the mail he’d retrieved from the main desk. Everything around him faded away as he zeroed in on that one small sentence his brother uttered. He couldn’t remember the last time Craig had called him for help. His brother always had everything under control. 

At his front door, he took a twenty-dollar bill from his billfold and handed it to the doorman, gesturing that Kane would get it from here. Once his luggage was stowed in the foyer, he returned his undivided attention to the phone. “Absolutely, what’s up?”

“It’s complicated, but the bottom line is that I need to send Leah home early from London,” Craig explained. “The Warwick Mine, which the company purchased, has attracted considerable negative attention from locals, the media, and environmentalist groups, including Global Peace and Harmony. There have been riots, vandalism, and now it’s escalated to attacks right outside our home. Last night was the worst of it so far. Someone threw a Molotov cocktail at my vehicle as we pulled into the parking garage.” 

“Shit, Craig, were you hurt?” 

“No. Luckily, it sailed over the car and smashed into the pillar next to us, but Leah was pretty scared.” 

“Have you expanded your own security protection?” Kane asked. 

“Sort of, but in the end, I'm not worried about myself.”  Kane was not sure what sort of meant, but he also knew now was not the time to press. Craig went on to say, “Leah may be too young to understand all of this, but I won’t tolerate her being placed in any danger. It's time to send her to New York so she’s not here to witness any more of this escalation.”

“Understood. When do you need me to pick up Madison and Leah at the airport?” 

“Madison and I are still finalizing the arrangements, but very soon. I don't want Leah to stay with Mom and Dad, so I'm sending her to stay with you. Plus, you’re her favorite uncle.”

“Uh, I’m fairly certain I’m her only one.”

“However, I need Madison’s help to wrap up this project, so she’ll come back to London right away,” Craig added. “We won’t be back until the end of June at the latest.”

Kane’s mind exploded with questions. That was roughly a month away. He loved Leah to pieces and would never let his brother down, but the idea of caring for her scared the shit out of him. 

“I’m planning to hire a nanny to assist while Leah is with you, since I can already hear you sorting out your whole I’m-a-bachelor-taking-care-of-a-child situation,” Craig teased.

“I appreciate it, brother, but how hard can taking care of a six-year-old be?”

Craig’s laughter helped release some tension. “I’ll remind you of that statement after she’s been with you a few days. You will be amazed at how much energy or how many never-ending questions she has. I figured joining you in Idaho while you visit Trent will be a great experience for her. You always enjoyed going out there.” 

Choosing to ignore him, Kane typed out a text to Trent, confirming he’d be okay with Kane’s new plus-one. “Well, Idaho is beautiful.” 

He heard muffled voices as his brother communicated with Madison in the background. His brother had found the perfect assistant in Madison; hiring her was one of the best decisions he had ever made. She was neat and organized, and more importantly, she had Craig and Leah’s best interests at heart. She was likely the one who suggested hiring a nanny for Idaho. Kane had noticed the longing in Craig’s eyes and knew Craig saw her as more than an assistant, but his brother had never acted on his impulses.

“Madison contacted the nanny agency yesterday. We have an interview with a candidate set for tomorrow morning at ten. We’ve set up a conference call to join you both in the meeting room. Does that work?”

“Yeah,” Kane replied.

“Perfect. There’s a candidate Madison really likes, but before we make a final decision, we wanted to get your thoughts since you’ll be caring for Leah with her,” Craig added.

“We’ll talk soon,” Kane said after confirming final details. He checked his Richard Millie limited-edition watch, pleased that he still had a good chunk of the afternoon to catch up on work. Rubbing the back of his neck, he contemplated everything he had to accomplish before he left for Idaho to see his best friend. 

He poured himself two fingers of scotch and headed toward the wraparound terrace, his new favorite place to relax and think. Early summer in New York was beautiful. It was a spectacular view, with rays of the afternoon sun dancing and sparkling off the Hudson River. If he walked toward the other side of his terrace, he saw the full range of the Manhattan skyline.

KMP Towers was a forty-story building with 250 units reflecting refined urban elegance. His design focused on optimizing the light and views through spacious layouts, glass walls, and a soft palette of finishes. He had brought his vision to life, and it only deepened his desire to create more. As he leaned against the railing, swirling the amber liquid around in his glass, his thoughts drifted in time with the currents he watched. 

Dread formed in the pit of his stomach as he gnawed over the details of the loan he had tried to secure to finish this very building. The bank note was a direct line to keeping his dream alive, and it evaporated. Blew up right in his face because of that damned deal he’d made with the devil, his dear old man. 

He was shocked to the core when the bank called with additional loan conditions at the eleventh hour, after he had already received the pre-approval. He was a fucking Miller with plenty of money. None of the nonsense the bank had spewed made sense. 

When his father offered to back the loan if Kane would agree to his nonnegotiable conditions, Kane jumped at the offer. At the time, he thought everything seemed reasonable, but the offer served as an anchor tethering him to his father’s ubiquitous demands. He had unfortunately given his father leverage over him by accepting the faster solution. 

His old man was cunning and brilliant, orchestrating outcomes in his favor, which made him the mogul he was today. It never occurred to Kane that his father would use those same tactics against his own son. 








  
  
Three




As he got ready the next morning, Kane chose to wear a comfortable suit by the designer Ricci. As he reached for the tie lying next to his jacket, he stopped, a bit of rebellion making him smile. Just to irritate his father, he would forgo the tie today. 

He did one last mental check of his place to ensure he had everything turned off or gathered for his trip before tugging his front door closed and locking it. He planned to head to the airport after his meeting with his father at PC Miller Corporation. 

Kane was looking forward to seeing his best friend, Trent Jacobs. Trent had barely survived some questionable recent events as an FBI agent, which had ultimately resulted in his early retirement. In truth, the main reason for Kane’s visit was to check in on him. He knew Trent was pissed off, and his pride was wounded, but at least he made the decision to start a new chapter of his life as the sheriff of Mill Creek. 

After pulling up to the famed Whippler Nanny Agency, Kane slid out from the backseat of his SUV and thumped the roof with his hand. The reception area was decorated in subtle brown tones, with mahogany and marble, creating a classic yet polished look. As he entered, he glanced at the walls displaying pictures of prominent clients over the years, including his family. He and Craig had been raised by many of the nannies at this agency over the years. Kane had a growing sense of something he couldn’t quite put his finger on.

Maybe his strange reaction was simply because, for the first time, he was on the hiring end of the nanny service rather than the receiving end. While he knew he needed some guidance when it came to taking care of his six-year-old niece, he was not looking forward to being around another rigid older woman who demanded absolute obedience without a hint of negotiation. 

He moved to sit down in a nearby armchair when a woman entered the room from the door behind the reception desk.

“Mr. Miller, it's a pleasure to meet you. I'm Nancy, one of the managing administrators. Please follow me.”

He walked behind her through a side door and down the hallway until they stopped at a conference room. She motioned him in with a wave of her arm. 

“There are refreshments in the mini refrigerator,” she said. “If you would like something different, just press the back office button on the phone, and we’ll see if we can accommodate your request while you wait.”

He nodded, took a seat, and turned his attention back to his phone. He heard the soft snick of the door as it closed. He had twenty minutes before the interview. It was plenty of time to follow up on the outstanding punch list with the head of construction at KPM Towers. Once he could close out those items, he could rent the remaining units. 

After that call, he dialed up his friend and lawyer, Larry Behr. The Miller family had long used the services and resources of Behr & Goldstein, the prestigious firm owned by Larry’s father, Walter. After the trouble with the last loan, he wanted to use his friend’s connection with the bank to ensure there would be no last-minute surprises in securing the funding to buy that vacant lot in Manhattan for his next project. From there, once he met his father’s conditions, he could initiate the quitclaim deed to KPM Towers. 

He had finished wrapping up his final call when Nancy opened the door to the conference room.

“Hello again, Mr. Miller. I’d like to introduce you to Annika Bauer, the candidate your family is interviewing today.”

Kane’s gaze swept past Nancy as she moved aside, locking onto a stunning woman wearing a short-sleeved yellow blouse, which she’d paired with a cardigan around her shoulders. He leaned in his chair, as far to the right as he could without falling onto his face, to see if someone stood behind this person. All of his nannies growing up had either been overly maternal or had worn grim faces, as if they hadn’t smiled in decades. 

Annika didn't embody either of those qualities; she had to be one of the office workers. Instead, he saw a youthful woman who wore a warm smile that could melt icebergs. She had a natural beauty, with a petite build and olive skin, but more than that, she carried herself with a calm, professional air. His brother would recognize the difference and request a more mature, stoic replacement. 

Then, it dawned on him. Madison, who hadn’t been raised by nannies, had chosen her. 

“Mr. Miller, is something wrong?” Nancy asked, her tone serious as she turned her head sideways to match his.  

Fire burned his cheeks as he snapped his body upright. Annika had totally caught him off guard in the best way, and he found that idea startling. He didn’t know what to say or how to rectify the scene he was causing. He gripped the back of his neck while his mind raced. 

Annika’s voice cut through the awkward silence. It was sweet and upbeat despite the dark smudges he now noticed under her eyes. “It's nice to meet you, Mr. Miller.” 

He stood, accepting her hand while his brain still raced to salvage this moment. Her hand fit perfectly inside his larger one. His body zapped at the contact of his skin on hers. He watched the women exchange brief glances before Nancy lowered her gaze to his hand, which still held Annika’s. 

Shit. Could he screw this meeting up anymore? He dropped her hand as if it were a hot stone and sat. Not enjoying the feeling of being examined by both women, he forced himself to relax. She deserved to be treated like a lady—someone who, he had no doubt, had the qualifications to be Leah’s nanny. 

“Likewise, but please call me Kane. So, you’re the nanny?”

Well, that sounded horrible. 

“I assure you I’m quite capable and very competent.” Annika’s voice washed over his heated skin. 

Why was his brain short-circuiting around this woman? God, yes, of course she was competent. He was starting to appreciate her assertiveness, the sparkle in her eye, even the soft scent of lavender and vanilla that wafted with every move she made. 

Craig would handle this whole misunderstanding with professionalism while Kane looked for a way to dig himself out of this hole he continued to make. Feeling more centered and controlled, he breathed a deep breath and decided that the best path forward was keeping his damn mouth shut. 

Right on cue, the speaker box on the table rang, announcing an incoming call. 

“I’ll leave you two to your conference call. Annika, please come to see me afterward, so that we can finish your paperwork either way,” Nancy said, shooting him a look before turning and closing the door behind her. 

Annika took the seat next to him while he pressed the button to start the call. 

“Good morning, Annika, Kane. We appreciate your flexibility to meet with us on such short notice,” Madison said, leading the call. In the next breath, she rattled off the particulars about Leah and the expectations for this assignment.  

Kane watched as Annika pulled out a folder, answering every question thoughtfully and asking several insightful ones herself. She was composed, prepared, and thoroughly competent.  He inhaled slowly, waiting for his brother to state the obvious: that this incredible and skilled woman was the opposite of what they had experienced growing up. However, as the call went on, neither Craig nor Madison said anything that seemed to concern Annika. 
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