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Not on Content Warnings


Dear reader,


Thank you for taking a chance on reading Jameson and Mia’s story. I know that I am a reader who loves surprises, and so I enjoy going into each book without any spoilers or content warnings. Yet, this is your experience now, not mine. So, I want to give you the opportunity to know what sensitive content may be in my books. You will find the list here:


www.shainrose.com/content-warnings
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Mia

“He’ll be here soon. He’s never late.” Franny’s dark curls whipped in the wind, hitting my favorite patchwork dress as she stood beside me looking out over the horizon. Her tiny fingers threaded through mine almost instinctively.

Squeezing them gently, I reassured her. “Of course he will. Your father probably called the phone inside and I didn’t hear it while we were out for recess.”

She nodded solemnly and mimicked my tone. “Yes, of course.”

She stood as tall as she could and smiled tightly. I sighed. “You sure you don’t want to go play on the swings for a bit?”

Her blue eyes stayed glued to the lush green rolling hills. Franny, at the age of seven, was an old soul who was not willing to engage in frivolousness when she thought something might be wrong.

“My mommy didn’t pick me up from school one day,” she shared. Her concern became more evident when she continued, “Then she never came back.”

It wasn’t my job to pry into the child’s homelife. Summer school was all I could provide—or rather, all I was told to provide. Despite that, I responded with, “But I bet your dad probably came instead, right? He always comes.”



She didn’t even hesitate. “Yup.”

“Then there is nothing to worry about,” I said confidently, but doubt crept in. No cars were in sight down that road. So, I pointed over to the swings. “Look, I put some extra flowers above your swing this morning. Why don’t you tell me what scents you’re smelling over there?” I’d threaded lavender into the bouquet last night and tied crystal beads in, too, hoping it would give the children a calming effect.

Each of my five students for the summer were always wound tight. There most likely was a study out there that stated it would make them successful in the future, somehow. They were products of high-achieving parents, ones that sent nannies to get them from school or were on phones as they drove in daily for pickup.

Franny’s father, Jameson, was always present without his phone though. Every day, he would get out of a black SUV and kneel to catch Franny as she ran into his arms.

He was prompt, never late. And never dawdled to talk about much with me either.

“I’m not super interested in swinging with flowers right now, Ms. Darling.”

“I know, Franny. Would you feel better if Xavier went to go call him inside?” I pointed behind us toward the ornate building where one of the armed guards stood.

Blackstone Academy was an imposing, secluded, stately structure. The first time I saw it, I almost resigned. Surely, they didn’t want me, a woman in her twenties with only a few years of teaching experience, to be the supervisor of this entire school for the summer. It had to be hundreds of years old, all stone angles with a Gothic central tower that reminded me of medieval times. It was clear it had been built for many students, and during the school year, it housed some of the most elite college kids from around the world. Yet, I’d been informed I would be making it a welcoming classroom for just five second graders for the summer with only the help of armed guards.

“Well, someone should call him.” She huffed like she was the teacher.

It was probably that time. Twenty minutes had passed since the last student had been picked up. Normally, I didn’t call. I’d been hired at this private academy as a last-minute addition and didn’t want to ruffle feathers by overstepping. This was unprecedented though. “Xavier.” I turned back to one of the armed guards. He wore black and didn’t so much as look at me unless I asked him to. “Could you call Franny’s father and see if he’s headed this way?”

His small shake of the head signaled all I needed to know. Something was amiss. He glanced at his partner on the other side of the porch and then murmured into his headset. “We’re calling.”

I heard the rumble of engines just as Xavier’s partner started talking to someone. The scramble of guards overtook the serenity of Blackstone Academy and Franny tapped my leg. “Who’s that driving to see us?”

I watched the cars speed around the winding road, moving so quickly, I could see smoke as they turned the corners. It was almost picturesque, the way they shined in the sunlight, such a juxtaposition to the surrounding nature.

“Ms. Darling.” Xavier’s voice was close now and much more commanding. “You both need to go inside with Archer immediately.”

“Inside?” The question tumbled from my mouth as Archer jogged over and tried to take Franny’s hand. I gripped it more tightly and pulled her close. If my children’s parents weren’t present, I was their guardian. I stayed by their sides. I kept them safe. It might not have been what I was told, but I felt it all the same. So much so that I’d overstepped at my last job and almost been fired.



And still I would do it again in a heartbeat.

Archer narrowed his dark eyes at me, his brows slamming down. “We’ve got a safe space inside. Out here, you’re exposed and . . .” He glanced down at Franny, who was listening intently.

“Okay.” My voice shook, but I tried to keep calm even though their stances suddenly seemed on edge. “Franny, we’re going to play inside for a bit. Mr. Archer here will show us where to go. We’ll play a fun little game of hide-and-seek for a bit, right, Archer?”

I shoved my loose chestnut waves away from my face while I shuffled Franny ahead of me, keeping hold of her while Archer hustled us in from behind. He explained, “Yes, hide-and-seek is my favorite game, Franny. And there’s a secret spot I want to show you. You’re going to be very quiet in there, okay? Because we only want your daddy to find you and no bad guys.”

“That’s weird.” Franny wasn’t convinced. “Daddy doesn’t like games. He likes to get home so we can have dinner.”

“Oh, today, he will love this game,” I said with conviction, even though I had no idea. Jameson Knight, although beautiful and open with his daughter, was a locked box with me. I’d only gathered he was a creature of regimented habit by observing he was always on time to pick her up. He also wore a different version of the same suit every day. I guessed that he owned dozens of that specific style. They were impeccably tailored for him, too, draping flawlessly over his massive shoulders and hitting his wrists at precisely the correct length while tapering nicely down his torso. Plus, someone must have advised him on the color selection as well with how each suit always complemented the deep ocean-blue hue of his eyes.

Not that I was looking.

I was simply his daughter’s teacher. I didn’t care about how his powerful jaw flexed every time he glanced at me or how those blue eyes seemed to hold judgment. Instead, I was happy he smiled genuinely at his daughter every single day and said in a clipped tone, “Always a pleasure, Ms. Darling.”

Truly, I didn’t believe it was a pleasure for him to see me at all. And from those chilling glances, I would guess he’d hate any sort of game.

“He also doesn’t like bad guys,” Franny continued. She was right about that. With the love he showed his daughter, he’d despise any bad guys coming her way.

“It’s just a game we planned, Franny.”

“He didn’t tell me about it. I would have brought my binoculars,” she pouted. It was the one game Franny really enjoyed like a kid. She’d pretend to be a spy, observing things in the distance with her binoculars some days.

“Well, today, he’s the spy. He knows to find you right away, okay?” Archer said in a soft voice he used only for the kids.

I’d gotten to know the guards this summer, saw how they played with the children and how they talked with the parents. They were sweet and trustworthy, but when I glanced behind me one last time, I saw Xavier pulling an enormous gun from behind his back. I knew they always carried them but didn’t pay much attention after the first day because things didn’t go wrong here. This couldn’t really be happening.

The first bullet whizzed by, precise and powerful in the air, like a knife cutting through the wind. One of the arched windows shattered just a room over as my heart rate skyrocketed.

Darting into the great hall, Archer slammed the door behind us right as Franny cried out, “What was that?”

He was speaking in his comms while pointing across the room. I felt my breath coming faster and my body starting to shake. But Franny’s hand squeezed mine tighter. I knew she’d see panic if I didn’t contain myself. I took a breath again and said, “Part of the bad guys coming in the game. They’re just trying to scare us. Ready to hide? There will be a prize later if you win!”



“This way. Let’s hustle. Your dad is almost here, Franny,” Archer said, giving me a small nod as I glanced back at him. He motioned us to the right, where we ended up in the formal living room that boasted wood floors, cathedral ceilings, and paintings over the fireplace that I knew were expensive. With the vast amount of space, I’d always felt overwhelmed with how to utilize it. Now, all I could do was seek out where to hide.

Every day, I’d bring students in here to read to them while they sat on the ornate Persian rug, drinking homemade lemonade. There was a grand piano and a fireplace, but nowhere to hide. Not until Archer rushed forward and yanked the rug back. He knelt and dragged his hand across the wood, where he found a groove. When he pulled at it, the boards swung up together like a small door, but the underside of them had a lining of pure, thick metal. It was a sort of small panic room.

Never had they shown me this feature of the academy. Shouldn’t I have been trained for this, given a warning about the likelihood of it happening while I was teaching, or maybe tipped off that my children’s lives were at stake? I would have prepared. Or at least tried to.

When I took the job, they had glossed over emergency procedures. I was only told that there would always be guards as a precaution and that they would be up to date on all mandatory protocols. I could rely on them in case of an emergency. With a substantial salary and their protection, I didn’t ask questions and reassured myself that we were safe, that nothing life-threatening would actually happen, even when the children made comments about their parents doing extremely secretive things.

He waved us in. “Fun, right, Franny?”

The small room was lined with metal, and nice oak chairs along with a table were set up a ways in. Six chairs, like they’d planned for me and five children specifically. There were also tablets with headphones and snacks. He pointed. “Want to watch your favorite show while you wait for your dad?”

She hesitated and looked to me. “Heart-in-pinkie promise it’s all okay?”

There are pivotal moments where a person has to make life-altering decisions. They’re made after analyzing every single aspect or in a split second, based solely on a gut reaction. Right then and there, I knew Franny was a kid who could read a situation better than most, and she didn’t trust easily.

Throughout this month, we’d built a bond deeper than I had with the other students. It may have been partly because she stuck by my side most of the day, but also, she’d told me once that promises were easily broken, so she didn’t believe in them. When I told her I put my whole heart into promises when I kissed my pinkie and she could count on that, she didn’t seem to believe at first.

Yet, trust is built one promise at a time. And every heart-in-pinkie promise I made her, I kept.

Promise by promise, our bond was formed, and I wouldn’t break it now.

My gut made the decision for me then. “Heart-in-pinkie promise, Franny. It’s all okay.” I would have to make sure of it, even if it literally killed me.

My little student was all smiles as Archer put her headphones on and pressed a few buttons. Once she was situated, he pointed to the wall of monitors. “Watch these. There’s a lock on the door. When I swing it shut, turn it and don’t move it for anyone but Jameson. You understand?”

“Should we call the police or . . .? What if Jameson doesn’t make it?” It was the only thing I could think of.

The popping of bullets flying sounded nearby. Not just one, but so many this time. Hundreds over and over so fast, like my beating heart. “He’ll make it. Just stay here.” He was backing away.

“But you’re leaving? You can’t stay in here with us?” I said fast, sounding pathetic as I glanced between him and Franny. How could I protect her by myself? I didn’t have a weapon or even know how to use one. I was a teacher, not a trained assassin.

“I have to get outside to hold them off. Jameson and his crew are five minutes out.” He was looking at Franny and then I was looking at her, too. She was smiling at the show, completely unfazed.

“Five minutes?” I squeaked. That felt like a lifetime. But I could do it. Would have to do it.

His face was grim. “You’ll be okay. Reinforcements are coming.”

I cleared my throat and tried to take one breath slowly so that I didn’t scream accusations at him. I smoothed the worn fabric of my dress and nodded. “Right. We’ll be fine. Just hurry.”

Another round of gunshots rained overhead, and Archer scrambled out quickly. The last I heard from him was, “Five minutes, Ms. Darling. If I don’t hold them, you better.”
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Mia

I shoved the lock as hard as I could right as Archer closed the floorboards over us. The clicking of metal seemed so secure and final, but the sound of guns firing didn’t leave me with much reassurance.

Hurrying over, I sat down by Franny, who was already deep into a show. She glanced up at me as I folded my hands in my lap. They were shaking uncontrollably, and I didn’t want her to see.

Still, she leaned in and grabbed one before she spoke loudly over her headphones. “Don’t worry, Ms. Darling. Daddy will find us. Right? He doesn’t like games, but he’s great at hide-and-seek.”

I nodded while she kept rambling on like any seven-year-old would, wanting to share all the information.

“Did you know my daddy’s a doctor? He always saves good guys. The bad guys are the only ones that should be worried.”

“Of course, of course,” I agreed while I patted her little hand. I wasn’t going to disagree with a second grader right then, but there was no way her dad was a doctor. Unless it was for the cartel or something.

Jesus. What if he was in the cartel?

I took a deep breath and pointed to her tablet, trying to get her to focus on that. She was the child, I was the adult. I had to shield her from whatever this was. Her gaze shifted, and I was able to look behind her at the security camera feeds.

I’ll admit, for the past few years, I was voluntarily sheltered. Maybe even abnormally so. My parents were still married, living their best life in the small town I grew up in. Not that I wanted to go back there or that I would talk to them if I did. My older sister knew why I left and why I couldn’t come back.

Her and my parents. But my parents had stopped listening a long time ago, and even still, I tried to make them proud by Bubble Wrapping my life and living out my days watering my plants with not even a pet to commit to and a career that was a safe and noble profession. At least that was what my advisor told me.

Kids couldn’t be monsters, right? Yet, I forgot that parents could be and would be. It was really the only reason I took this job. The public schools weren’t going to have me back any time soon after what had happened.

This job may have been a little different with the abundance of background checks done before I started. Yet, the summer salary was good, good enough that maybe I’d have enough to tide me over for a year and even help my sister out if she ever chose to leave her mess of a husband.

It was supposed to be an easy summer job.

Instead, I was committing to a heart-in-pinkie promise, locked away in a panic room while I watched security feeds, hoping no bad guys would come for us.

One camera showed the horizon we’d been looking at out front. The driveway now had more SUVs flying down it. I squinted and hoped they were Jameson’s. Even if they were, I didn’t know if they’d be fast enough for the yelling I heard above us.

There was thumping of footsteps before I saw one man fly into view, weapon raised as if he were ready to shoot at anything. His boots sounded heavy and large, like he could crush our little panic room below.

Then, Franny giggled at her show. I swung my gaze to a small air vent and then the screen. My breath caught as I winced at him stopping suddenly. And my heart jumped into my throat when his boot thumped one step toward us. As quietly as I could, I tapped her shoulder and put my finger to her mouth, signaling to be quiet.

She shrugged and looked back at the cartoon while I stared at the monitor, stared at that large man with a mask on. I was still staring when I heard a small, almost soft thwack, then his whole body crumpled to the ground.

I frowned at the screen and saw that behind a couch, Archer had hidden. He now looked like a man trained to kill rather than talk sweetly to a child. He didn’t move an inch as he waited for the second and third men to enter the room.

None of them he had to touch. He dropped them with the same precise aim. The blood splattering onto the camera lens only looked a dark gray, the black-and-white screen shielding me from the brutal scene.

Archer didn’t drop the fourth man as quickly. He waited, like he didn’t want to kill him immediately. The popping of bullets sounded in the distance, but Archer wasn’t using his gun now. He waited and waited until the fourth masked man walked near his couch, and then he lunged for his weapon. They both fell to the floor, grappling right above our heads.

I glanced at Franny, but those headphones must have been the best soundproof, noise-cancelling kind since she was still smiling.

And just as that masked man was disarmed, Jameson Knight walked into the camera’s view.

I heard his muffled voice talking to Archer and the man as he unbuttoned his navy suit jacket. He placed his jacket on the couch before he took his time folding up each cuff of his white collared shirt, one fold perfectly bending into place before he started on the next. “Who do you work for?” he asked the man.

The man shook his head even with Archer holding a gun to him. Jameson motioned for Archer to lower his weapon, and as he did, Jameson pulled a knife from his pocket at the same time.

“This is my daughter’s school. The only person I care about. You get that?” He stepped close to the man and pulled the mask from his face. “Did you come for her?” he asked.

The man’s eyes widened, but he didn’t admit to anything.

Jameson was professional and cold, but I knew how he was genuinely kind to his daughter. There was no way he would hurt this man, I told myself.

Yet, he murmured one more sentence I couldn’t make out before he shoved the knife into the man’s stomach and then wrenched it up toward his throat so hard there was no time for the man to reply. He dropped to the floor with another loud thud.

Then, Jameson’s cold gaze turned directly toward a security camera like he was peering into my soul as he unrolled his sleeves and put his navy suit jacket back on. He was covering up the speckles of blood on that white shirt and was careful as he stepped over the bodies. He walked over to the rug and pulled it up. “Unlock the door, Ms. Darling,” I heard from above.

I shouldn’t have hesitated, although my body froze for a second. I was either opening the door to killers or I was staying locked inside.

“Ms. Darling?” I heard again.

All it took was a flick of my wrist to move that metal and for Jameson to lift the floorboards.

Light shone in as he opened the hatch, and Franny peered up, her blue eyes filled with happiness as she said, “Daddy! You found us. Told you he would, Ms. Darling.”



He walked down the steps and knelt at her side, his arms open wide and that smile just for his daughter back on his face. When he looked at me over her shoulder, though, his gaze was cold. “I’m taking Franny outside to her grandma. Archer will escort you out.”

With that, he scooped up Franny and told her to keep watching her tablet. I heard her laugh fading away while I stared at Archer. “I don’t think I should go up there.”

“Just keep your eyes forward, and we’ll get you out of here, okay?”

“No thank you.” I shook my head, but I didn’t have much of a choice as he reached in and grabbed my elbow to yank me up the stairs. I hated that my first instinct was to squeeze my eyes shut, that I didn’t want to see in full color what I’d only seen in black-and-white on a screen.

“Hey, it’s okay. Just . . .” Archer had that sweet voice again, like he was talking to one of the students. “Focus on what’s outside the window, okay?”

He turned my body toward it and told me I could open my eyes. When I did, I saw a car toppled over in the distance but, more importantly, I saw Franny standing stoically beside an older woman. She wore a black dress, pearls, and sunglasses. Her dark hair was done up in a smooth bun, and she smiled wide at Franny like this was a beautiful day filled with rainbows and sunshine.

“She’s safe and happy, Ms. Darling. You did great. Do you have any belongings upstairs?”

Safe. Happy. Great. Words that couldn’t describe the day at all. “Belongings?” I said as I frowned, not comprehending exactly what he meant. “I mean I have my clothes and a dresser full of things. I have my plants. Ms. Prim needs to be watered daily, and my bonsai finally has decided it likes me.” I stopped myself from going into detail about my plant care routine.



“Do you need to take them all with you?”

“Take with? I’m . . . no.” I stepped back, glancing around the room. “No. I’m not going anywhere. I need to clean—”

“What’s going on?” Jameson cut me off as he walked back in and frowned.

“She needs a minute.”

Jameson’s jaw popped before he nodded at me. “Do you have important belongings you need upstairs? You don’t have time to dillydally, Ms. Darling. Unless you intend for Franny to witness something she can’t come back from.”

“Can’t come back from?” I said in a high-pitched tone as my eyes jumped around the room, taking in the destruction. “Mr. Knight, I would never intentionally harm Franny.” I breathed out, feeling dizzy all of a sudden.

“I know.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Just . . . We can discuss everything later, okay? We have about eight minutes until four more SUVs come flying up the road. So, I’m trying to be understanding, but we don’t have time for you to go into shock right now. We need to get you out of here.”

I glanced at Archer, and my question sounded shaky even to me. “What if I don’t want to go with you?” He rubbed at that strong jawline of his in irritation. “I have a car. I’ll just go my own way.”

Now, Jameson closed his eyes for a brief moment, like he was actually annoyed with my antics. “You have nowhere to go, Ms. Darling. I know that because you wouldn’t be teaching my daughter if you did. You’re coming with us.” He looked at Archer then and said, “Get her in the vehicle while I grab her things.”

Jameson turned his back on me for a second, and that’s when instinct kicked in. I moved to run away, but Xavier walked in right then, clocked me, and was faster. He raised his gun and pointed directly at me. “Don’t make me shoot you, Darling.”



I gasped and Jameson spun around. “What the fuck are you doing?” He paced toward Xavier, moving directly in front of his gun and pointing his own at the man’s temple. “Don’t threaten my daughter’s favorite fucking teacher. She’s the reason Franny smiles every damn day. You cause her trauma, and I’m gonna kill you. Understand?”

“Jesus Christ. We don’t have time for this,” Archer grumbled, stomping toward the stairs and leaving Xavier and Jameson in a stare-off.

Suddenly Jameson’s hand gripped Xavier’s wrist and twisted. The man yelped while his gun fell to the floor. “Stand down, dumbass.”

“Fuck, Jameson,” Xavier bellowed, the grown man kneeling to the floor to alleviate the awkward position of his wrist before Jameson let him go.

“My men think before they pull their weapon. Or I blow their brains out. Understood?”

Xavier winced and nodded immediately. The man was using brute force and everyone was just going to listen to him?

“Search the house and pack up her essentials,” Jameson told him, and I saw Archer pick up the pace as he rounded the corner to go upstairs with Xavier following.

I tried to counter Jameson loudly, though. “Don’t get my things. I’m not going.”

Jameson lifted a dark brow as he turned to face me. “You can’t go off on your own or stay here, Ms. Darling.”

“Actually, I can.” My tone was shaky, but I crossed my arms over my chest, trying to seem confident. “I’m your daughter’s teacher. Nothing to you, nothing to anyone else. Whoever came here doesn’t care about me. He—” I pointed and glanced over at the man lying on the ground. Blood was still spreading across the wood floor, that thick red liquid seeping into the cracks, staining the ground where my students had played just hours before. I whispered, “Oh, God. Should we help him? Aren’t you a doctor of some sort?”

“He’s dead.” He said it with finality, but he also stepped into my line of sight, blocking my view so I couldn’t focus on it longer. “We need to go.”

I closed my eyes, trying to erase the scene from my memory. “They don’t know me. Just let me go, and you’ll never see me again.”

I felt his hand on my cheek, a thumb brushing across my skin. I opened my eyes to see how close he was, to see that his gaze looked concerned rather than annoyed with me now. “That’s the point, Ms. Darling. My daughter and I want to see you again. So you are coming with us.”

I licked my lips to keep them from trembling as I breathed out. “And if I don’t, Mr. Knight?”

He sighed, his jaw ticking as he stepped back, breaking our connection. “You either come willingly or I drag you unwillingly. You understand?”

My eyes were drawn back to the pool of blood as he stepped away. They were stuck on the fact that he’d done that, that my class and summer were now tainted.

I couldn’t go with a man like that. I wouldn’t be forced to stain the sheltered life I’d made for myself.

My body reacted before my brain. I lunged for the back door, ready to sprint to my keys and my car. I wasn’t exactly a runner, but I could move quick enough if my life depended on it. I had a fighting chance, but I only made it three paces before Jameson’s hand was around my neck and he slammed me into the wall.

He’d gone for the most vulnerable part of my body, where he had me at his complete mercy. He moved closer. So close that I had to look up at him, but I could also feel his strong body against mine. “Don’t make me use force, Ms. Darling. It’s something I enjoy too much.”

My breath came fast now, adrenaline going. I watched him glance down, tracked how his gaze lingered on my lips, and wondered if he felt my pulse racing under his hand.

“Seems you might enjoy it too. And this isn’t the place or the time for it.”

He had some audacity to insinuate that right then. “Are you kidding me? I’d never— Let go of me,” I seethed. At that moment, I didn’t care if he killed me, I was so mad. I slapped at his wrist and then said, “I knew you were all corrupt. I should have never taken this job.”

“Too damn bad.” He shrugged like this was a normal conversation, like his hand wasn’t still tight around my windpipe. “Franny loves you. You make her happy, which in turn makes me happy. Know what that means?”

“What?”

“I’m taking you with me, whether you like it or not.”

I narrowed my eyes now, ready to fight. “Want to bet?”

With that, he threw me over his shoulder, literally kicking and screaming. I clawed at his back and fought the whole way. He didn’t falter one step. It was like I was fighting a damn brick wall.

They had me in an SUV to his hometown within minutes.

He’d told me to act right or he’d drug me.

So, I was drugged.

And when I woke in the most beautiful bedroom I’d ever seen, handcuffed to a bed, I screamed like a banshee into the night.

But then Jameson came to the room and leaned against the doorframe. “I’m going to make you an offer you can’t refuse, Mia Darling. Still, if you do, I promise I’ll let you go. But be aware, they will kill you without my protection.”
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The promise was empty, and Mia Darling wasn’t an idiot either. She had to know I wasn’t letting her go. She was an intelligent woman who’d fallen victim to the brutality that was my life.

Or she’d chosen that.

She wasn’t an innocent bystander. The children of the academy, the salary, and the contract she signed when she started made it quite clear she hadn’t just taken a job at a normal school. There were NDAs, protocols, rules she had to agree to.

All completely necessary considering that now, she was a witness. A pretty, sweet witness who I’d tried my best not to notice all summer.

Had I known she was going to give me this much hell, I might have reconsidered bringing her here.

She yanked her wrists against the bed with a lot more force than someone should have had after a drugging. “Who’s they? I might be better off with them than with you.”

“Doubtful.” O’Connor’s men would have disposed of her almost immediately. We’d already pinned the incident on him. O’Connor was the head of the Irish mob out East and I knew they were frustrated with how I’d continued to push them into turmoil, but it was bigger than just them. They’d all pay for it in the end.

“You drugged me and expect me to just comply? Like an idiot?” She yanked again. “Let me out of these cuffs this instant, you freaking asshole.”

“Asshole?” Okay, I wouldn’t have reconsidered. Her surprising need to fight me at every turn since the incident should have pissed me off, but it intrigued me all the same. She’d been an outstanding teacher to Franny. Kind and compassionate. Never missed a day. Provided daily reports. And was utterly professional.

Until now. I found myself smiling at the fact that she wasn’t scared of me and had a colorful way of showing it. “I’ve been called much worse by people with much more power. You’ll have to do a bit better than that.”

“Fine. Entitled piece of shit. Kidnapper. And asshole.” Her warm brown eyes burned and sparkled with fury and emotion I’d never seen her exhibit. I had her file, knew most everything I needed to about her, that she was as clean as they came and that she didn’t cause trouble.

Except for one complaint where she stood down another teacher and parent to protect a student. That complaint made me want her working for me even more. I hadn’t held it against her but instead hired her because of it.

Her small frame and soft demeanor had always seemed to emanate a sort of wholesome goodness, but there must have been fire there if she’d step in the line of fire for her students. Even still, my men provided updates about the sweet teacher. “A true darling,” some of my guys had mumbled here and there.

Not to me, it seemed.

“Well, calling me an asshole isn’t going to get you anywhere.” I walked over to the dresser at the side of her room near her en-suite bathroom. We’d placed her in one of the spare rooms on a quiet wing of my estate that overlooked a lush tree line. The bedding was cashmere, the walls a soft cream, and the curtains sheer. It was supposed to suit her. Or at least the version of her that existed when she wasn’t warring with me.

Lined up across the top of the white dresser were her two plants. They were green, bright, and wildly full of life. One had compact hot-pink blooms and another dark leaves with tiny clustered flowers much too delicate for the things to have survived us transporting them.

Then again, my men had glared at me like I’d lost my mind when I told them to keep them intact. Touching one of the leaves, I added, “Especially after I made the effort of bringing these plants here.”

“I don’t care about plants while I’m being treated like a prisoner.” She exhaled sharply, but then she glanced at her plants like she might need to apologize later to them. “I’ll be happy to call you Mr. Knight if you uncuff me.”

“Jameson.” She’d been around my daughter long enough that we could be on a first-name basis. “You know I can’t uncuff you until you settle down.”

Her eyes widened, not in fear but in wild fury, like her desire to fight was overtaking her. She wasn’t scared, and my respect for her grew just a little. Another note to make.

“You entitled piece of—” She stopped short of another swear, looking down at her clothes. “Did you undress me?”

“You were groggy when we got here. You may not remember, but Rosy helped you change. Took you to the bathroom. Got you cleaned up. She’s our estate manager.” We’d treated her exceptionally well. Rosy had even expedited some clothing for her, although the getup she was wearing wasn’t a part of that. Rosy insisted she’d be more comfortable in her own attire, so now cartoon plants dotted her ass.



“Oh, well. How sweet. Should I thank her?” She sneered the question and wasn’t at all appreciative.

Her small pajama shorts were all rumpled, along with the button-down shirt that matched. With all the consideration we’d taken in such extreme circumstances, I actually thought I might have received a thank-you. Sure, maybe I should have taken better care of welcoming her, been ready when she woke up, and allowed for her to be free of any restraints. But after the struggle we’d had in the SUV, she’d earned this.

She challenged me further when she curled her body and legs up, as if to get as much leverage as possible, before kicking out directly into the bedpost. She hit the wood so hard, I jumped.

And then she did it again. Over and over as she ground out, “You can’t just kidnap someone and get away with it.”

“I’d hardly say it was a kidnapping. I saved your life.” I figured she would tire within ten seconds, but when the pounding of her kicks continued past that, I knew I had to stop it. “Mia, the wood of that bedpost is near a foot thick. You’re going to hurt yourself.”

“Or I’m going to break your ridiculous bed.” She grunted, kicking it again—hard. I saw how her wrist twisted in the steel of the handcuff, and then how she yanked even harder, the skin not standing a chance.

She didn’t wince or even hesitate as blood dripped down her arm. She recoiled her leg and slammed her foot into the post again, gritting her teeth. “Who even has bedposts this thick?”

“Fuck. Stop,” I grumbled, hurrying toward her, but she was like dealing with a rabid animal by this point. Even as I wrapped my forearm around her waist, she struggled in my arms, elbowing me in the gut before she fought harder.

“I want out of here now, Jameson.” She hissed my first name like vitriol, her voice frantic.

“Don’t make me drug you again,” I threatened.



“You’ll have to keep me drugged the whole time I’m here if you don’t uncuff me right this second. And soon I’m going to start screaming—that will really annoy you.”

“Do not.” I lost my patience and the command flew out loud with authority. “You’ll upset Franny, and she’s already been through enough.”

Finally, she froze. And her eyes melted from fury to honey in an instant. She whispered, “Franny.” And turned to look over her shoulder at me, her brows dipping in concern. “Is she okay?”

“I think so.” My voice softened too. “She needs peace right now, though.”

She chewed on the inside of her cheek, and her plump lips pursed for a few seconds before I felt her body relax under my arm. “I won’t scream or run, but you need to uncuff me. I won’t be held anywhere against my will.”

She was talking to me like I was her freaking student, like she had a leg to stand on when I could have done anything to her at that moment.

I assessed the situation and almost laughed. Glancing at the cuffs, I leaned in close to Mia and murmured against her cheek, “You realize you’re in no position to make demands, right?”

She didn’t move away but breathed out slowly and matched my tone. “You realize I’m your daughter’s favorite teacher, and I’ve calmed her down more than once. I’m guessing you need me, or I’d already have been disposed of.”

Not that I was going to share, but my daughter had been happier this month, more willing to open up, more of a kid. Franny was quiet when her mother left but we’d always had a bond, one I was scared we were losing with how much work I had.

My daughter asked for Ms. Darling to stay. And I wasn’t going to tell her no. Especially not after I’d informed her that Ms. Darling was just sleeping on the way back to the estate. She’d narrowed her blue eyes at me, fierce in a way that mirrored my own, before saying, “She didn’t even want to come with us, Dad. What did you say in there to her? You scared her with those men, and if my teacher ends up not liking me, I won’t forgive you.”

Ruthless. And direct. If her words hadn’t landed like a punch to my gut, I’d have been impressed.

“What men?” I’d asked her, because I thought she’d been watching her tablet.

“I heard bullets flying past us, Daddy.” She rolled her eyes like my treating her as a child was ridiculous. “It wasn’t a game. I want Ms. Darling here. Safe. And I don’t want her to leave like Momma did. Please make sure of it.” She patted my hand, and that was it.

That thought had me pulling away from the woman even if I didn’t want to. Even if I wanted to choke her into submission again. To breed some damn fear where she should have had it.

The sooner I got Ms. Darling to cooperate, the sooner I’d be able to soothe my daughter, to right this situation.

I stood and looked down at her as I pulled the key from my pocket. “I’m going to let you go, but like I said, this is the place you’re safe. I’m protecting you, not holding you against your will.”

“I’ll be the judge of that once I’m out of handcuffs.”

Nodding, I stuck the key in the lock and removed the cuff from her wrist. I left it hanging on the bedpost as she pulled her wrist away and rubbed a short, green-manicured nail over the bloodied gash there. “I’ll have a first aid kit brought to you for that.”

Her nose wrinkled at me as she stared in what looked like disgust. “Well how nice. After today, could you send a psychiatrist and a whole police crew also, Mr. Knight?”

“Yesterday,” I corrected her.



Her pretty lips plumped in confusion. “I’ve been out a full day?”

“Give or take a few hours, yes. No police will get involved, but if you’d like to talk to them, fine. As for a psychiatrist, they’ll explain that you have PTSD, that you should take care of yourself, and potentially have therapy. I’m happy to schedule you an appointment with mine, if you’d like, over the next few weeks.”

“I don’t want an appointment. I want a plane ticket home.”

“I told you you’d die if you left.”

She studied me, as if she were trying to figure out a math problem or an impossible equation. “I think I might just take my chances.”

“Afraid of me, Ms. Darling?” I asked the question because I wanted her to be. It held power, and I’d embrace wielding it over her or anybody if it got me what I wanted.

“No.” One word that challenged me, taunted me, and made me more intrigued with her than I normally would ever be with a woman. It was especially true now because I heard the tremor in her voice, caught how she’d wanted to say the word with conviction but faltered just at the end.

“So you’re choosing to be reckless and stupid with your own life,” I summarized, straight to the point.

Her eyes widened. “How dare you—”

“I’m not a teacher and you’re not a child. I’m not going to coddle you.”

“Is that what you think I do all day?”

That came out wrong, but I wasn’t going to admit it. Dragging a hand down my face, I tried my best with a different angle. “I don’t have time for bickering, but you’re staying . . . For your safety. And for my daughter’s well-being.” The latter was mostly what I cared about, what I needed her for.

“And how long will I have to stay for that?”

For as long as my daughter needed. Mia’s needs weren’t my concern. But my daughter’s love for her was. With me working overtime to ruin everyone who’d threatened my child, she would need stability.

And the idea that Franny was being targeted as leverage meant my relationship with my daughter had to change too.

Everything had to change, but not at the detriment of Franny if I could help it. If Mia could help it.

I’d keep the nuisance here as long as necessary. Instead I answered, “At least until the end of the summer.”

She spun around, as if looking to grab anything of hers she might be leaving behind. My crew had packed most of her belongings, and she hurried over to her purse and a duffel. “I think leaving today is better.”

“You’re not leaving, Ms. Darling.” I waited a beat. “You’ve signed a contract that commits you to providing services to the children of the academy for the summer. Do you recall?”

“That . . . was a job offer.” Her hands fisted together enough that her tan knuckles whitened. “Look, let’s be frank. If you’re keeping me here because of what I saw, honestly, I barely talk to my older sister, and definitely not my parents. I . . . don’t have many friends. I won’t tell anyone—”

“You could tell the whole world, Darling. No one would do a thing. You’re here because Franny will need you this summer.”

She pinched her lips together before murmuring, “Someone shot at your daughter and me. We had to hide in a crawl space. I should have been made aware that there was a possibility I would actually have to use such a thing.”

Fuck, did she want an apology? I wasn’t born a gentleman or a businessman. I’d grown up with a father that wasn’t and a mother that could endure the most brutal shit in the world. Kindness was only a tool where fear and power were threaded behind it as a base.

Still, Mia Darling was a necessity, because I had a daughter that I didn’t want raised in the same type of world I was raised in. I hated admitting fault, but I appreciated that she’d included my daughter in her worry, nonetheless. “I should have had better control of that situation, Ms. Darling.”

That’s all she would get from me.

She raised a dark eyebrow and crossed her arms as if she wanted more. “I agree. And then your response was to kill them and choke me. Can you at least control your response in the future?”

What the actual fuck? Was she now reprimanding me like I was the child here? “You’re using the word choke very loosely. If I’d choked you, you’d be dead.”

“That’s what you want to argue about?” she almost screeched as she threw up her hands. After snatching her purse up, she shoved it over her shoulder. “You know what? You have a beautiful home from what I can tell. And an absolutely perfect daughter. I don’t know what type of life you’re living here, but I know I want no part of it because it must not be legal.”

“Jump to a conclusion like that, you’ll find yourself in a hole you can’t crawl out of.”

“It doesn’t really feel like I’m the one in a hole here. I mean, were those people there for you yesterday, or for your daughter?” I opened my mouth to answer, but she continued. “Actually, don’t even tell me. I don’t want to know. That way, I can wash my hands of this more easily.”

It was actually best she didn’t learn more about my life. She only needed to be involved in my daughter’s. “So easily? So you don’t care about my daughter at all then?”

“What?” Her stance snapped upright, and those pretty brown eyes ignited with a blaze that was wild. “Don’t twist my words when it comes to my students.”

“You’d leave her?”

She frowned, and I knew I had her. She’d need to stay, but I could warp her perception if that’s what it took. She gripped her purse so tightly I saw the whites of her knuckles as she fought with herself on what to do.

“My daughter still needs a teacher.”

“Teachers don’t live with families—”

“A nanny that teaches, then. Franny would be devastated if you left. Surely you can adjust to a new environment for one of your students.”

As if on cue, my innocent little girl came barreling into the room. “Ms. Darling!” she cried, and the woman’s face changed from fury to pure, unfiltered joy.

“Franny! Oh, my sweet Franny.”

I might as well have not been in the room in that moment. My daughter flew at this woman like a chick finding comfort in a mother hen.

And Mia Darling welcomed her by dropping to the ground to catch and curl around her like she could protect my daughter from the world—and from me. Her eyes filled with tears instead of anger as she soothed Franny, who was now sniffling in her arms. Mia didn’t look at me but focused solely on calming my child.

She must have surmised that I was abominable as a father, a man who’d hurt my own baby.

My jaw worked up and down. It was an accurate assumption, honestly. Even if I hadn’t meant for my world to bleed into my daughter’s life, it had. For a child, she bottled her emotions exceptionally well. I figured she mustn’t have been aware of the gravity of the situation, but even still, I’d brought in the best child psychologist to talk with her yesterday.

Valerie was a trusted employee and had been a stand-in for a nanny for quite some time. She’d assured me that my daughter didn’t have signs of trauma, that she’d seen almost nothing and was okay.

Franny sniffling was not “okay” behavior, though.

I considered whether I wasn’t observant enough, hadn’t parented well enough, and had overlooked my most important priority.

“I thought you were hurt,” Franny whispered, but then her eyes widened as she took in Mia’s scraped wrist that was, of course, bleeding now. “Oh, you are!”

“No. No.” Mia hurried to cover her wrist with the white sheet and wrapped it around her shoulders. “Those are just some scrapes from . . .” She glanced up at me. “A terrible bracelet I had on.”

“Ms. Darling, my grandma always says if jewelry hurts, it’s not good enough. I had earrings once that weren’t for sensitive skin. They made my ears bleed too. You’ll need a Band-Aid for your wrist.” Franny frowned and then looked at me. “Daddy, make sure you fix her wrist, okay?”

I nodded slowly and considered my daughter’s concern, considered how her eyes softened when she peered up at her teacher and murmured, “No one told me anything after how mad you were on the way home. Then Grandma said we had to leave you. I didn’t want to. The hide-and-seek game wasn’t very fun for you, was it?”

“I’m not sure I love hide-and-seek,” Ms. Darling whispered as if they were sharing a secret.

“I didn’t like that game either.” Franny wrinkled her nose and glanced at me like we all knew the secret of the game. Then I heard it, the genuine laugh that fell from my daughter’s lips. Pure. Real. Rare. I hadn’t heard it since yesterday, and the more I worked, the less I heard it. I was sure I’d do just about anything as a parent to continue to hear it.

Even if it was keeping Ms. Darling.

“Probably there was too much blood for you, Ms. Darling.” Franny’s small hand smoothed over her teacher’s cheek. “Daddy says some people are afraid of blood. I’m sorry.”

Seems Valerie missed these concerns. Franny hadn’t let on—to me or the trained psychologist—that she’d stopped watching her tablet long enough to take in the scene.

The only person she opened up and gave that information to was a teacher I didn’t know at all, that I shouldn’t want to know, but that I was going to find out everything I could about.

“Oh, Franny. None of this is your fault. Don’t apologize to me.” Mia’s gaze held mine over my daughter’s shoulder, and her look held disgust and contempt now.

“Were you scared?”

Mia combed her fingers through my daughter’s hair and whispered, “A little. Just a little. But you’re fine. And I’m fine.”

“I was a bit scared too. It’s better we’re home and safe with Daddy,” my daughter admitted to her, and I slid my hands into the pockets of my slacks so I could clench my fists and hold back my fury.

Someone had tainted the life I’d built for my daughter.

Someone had tarnished her joy, her innocence, her perception of safety.

Someone would pay dearly.

I collected each and every one of these realizations as ammunition for how much I would torture them.

“That’s right, Franny. We’re here now.”

My daughter didn’t look at me. Instead, she pulled back to look at Mia directly and combed her hair, and the woman didn’t stop her. She just let a small smile slip like those two had secrets between them. “You’ll stay, right? Daddy said he’d ask you to teach me here instead of the bad place.”

“The bad place?”

“I don’t think it’s a good idea to go back to school. You can’t go either.” Franny shook her head solemnly. “Okay?”

“Oh, Franny.” Mia continued, “Your dad is here and—”

“He can’t teach me like you do, and he’s very busy. He’s a doctor who helps lots of people, you know?”



“A doctor? Is that what you call it now?” She narrowed her eyes at me.

It was technically true. I wasn’t exactly practicing, but I’d become a surgeon at a private institution overseas—one of the youngest in my class. I thrived in that environment. The structure, the silence, the adrenaline rush of that razor-thin line between life and death. Put me in an ER at a hospital and I’d relish in the control and precision under tight timelines. The pressure. The thrill. Saving a life or watching someone die out was a rush.

“A doctor among other things, Ms. Darling.” Right out of med school, I contemplated if it would be enough. A fresh clean slate, a wife that strengthened the syndicate’s ties, and a newborn.

But my wife had left Franny and me.

Then, the order of Paradise Grove was disrupted. Of the syndicate I’d been raised and bred in.

I was a Diamond always in the end. A part of an elite society hidden behind country clubs and contracts. Billionaire ties and businesses. Men and women who controlled policy with the same ease they controlled people. They sat at the table with governors, rewrote city maps, buried bodies with clean hands, and decided which businesses rose and which burned.

The Diamond Syndicate didn’t run just Paradise Grove—we shaped the country from behind silk curtains and blood-soaked ledgers that we deemed necessary.

When my father disrupted my home and my paradise, he put my daughter’s life in danger, and in turn, I took his.

I didn’t ask for power, but I took it if need be.

Ruthlessly. Coldly. And without remorse.

“Please say you’ll stay. Just for a bit.” That little girl knew how to get what she wanted.

Mia looked at me, and that’s when I saw her hate for me but love for my daughter. “Your father and I will have to discuss some things, but—”

“But you’ll stay?” Franny smiled big and patted Mia’s hand before turning to me with a look of victory. My child negotiated Ms. Darling perfectly into her assembled trap.

“Of course I’ll stay . . .”

“Heart-in-pinkie promise?” my daughter asked as if it meant something.

They both puckered their lips and kissed their pinkies before hooking them. “Heart-in-pinkie promise. I’ll stay, Franny.” She glanced at me in resignation. “But just for a little while.”

My daughter’s face lit up, and that’s when I knew: Ms. Darling would be staying with us for much longer than she thought.







4

Jameson

“So, we’re keeping her?” Hades’s voice cut through the soft music playing as I stepped into my study. He didn’t even look up from the ice he was swirling in his drink, having no opinion one way or the other. His cool gray eyes were focused on the whiskey, unreadable like always.

Across from him, my brother Callahan lounged like he owned the damn place even though his estate was further south in Paradise Grove. One arm was draped across the back of my leather couch and the other tossed a stress ball in the air. His polished wing-tipped shoes rested on my hand-carved coffee table. “Of course we have to keep her. She witnessed a shoot-out.”

“Not the end of the world. She’s under an NDA and contract,” Archer reminded him, like he wanted to give her a way out. Fucker.

Hades took a sip of his drink before murmuring, “Could have just done the same to her as you did most everyone else.” He knew it was the cleanest of scenarios.

Archer glared at him. “She’s been the teacher to Fran Bran all month.”

“What’s a month?” Cal scoffed.



“Fran likes her,” Archer threw back, and I couldn’t argue with that. None of these guys could. Fran was our one and only princess between all of us. She’d weaseled her way into all of their hearts with none of them having kids yet.

Cal sighed and squeezed the ball in his fist, assessing the situation. “You really don’t think she’ll talk?”

Archer’s dark brows were furrowed in concern as he swirled his own tumbler, leaning against the fireplace. “Don’t think so. She’s sweet on the kids, doesn’t want to cause any harm.”

“Doesn’t mean shit when she’s offered a mint to give a story.” Cal shook his head, throwing the stress ball up again. Leave it to my brother to be concerned about our image. “Plus, I saw her. Mia Darling in a sundress on the top of academy hill, her pretty brown curls blowing in the wind telling her story to the news? Yeah, she’s the kind of beautiful people sit up and listen to.”

Cal was right. I saw the way Archer looked at her. How every one of the men at the academy had eyed her up at least once, their features softening for the girl.

Mia Darling was flawless. Her skin color was warm and tan, her curls that grew past her shoulders were loose just enough that I could thread them around my fingers. Her lips were pink and plump and her eyes the color of whiskey that warmed a man’s stomach. And that’s where I tried to keep my gaze rather than letting it travel down the curves of her body.

“What in God’s name are you worried about the news for? Not one outlet is going to push a narrative of our syndicate being painted in a bad light anyway.” I swiped Cal’s feet off my table.

My brother chuckled and set his elbows on his knees, his blue eyes the same color as mine as he looked over at me. “You got the Irish and Paolo’s cartel pissed at our syndicate, Jameson. You think they wouldn’t pay to sway the public?”

“The Irish are dead men walking after what happened at Franny’s school. Those were his men. You and I both know it.” Every one of the guys in that room knew that if I’d decided their fate, it was already done. I had names on lists now, phones tapped, routes traced, and deals made. “And I’m considering Paolo’s involvement—”

“Agreed on O’Connor and his men. The world will be better for it too,” Cal started, but then pissed me off by saying, “Why not meet with Paolo though? Even if it’s quiet and unofficial.”

“For what, exactly?” I asked, looking over a paper on my desk and trying to appear unbothered. I knew Paolo’s cartel was crumbling. They’d misstepped and made one too many wrong moves over the years. Begging for our help or leniency under the guise of diplomacy wasn’t something I had time to listen to right now. They needed us more than we needed them.

“The senator was close with Paolo’s father. It’s a courtesy and smart business to hear him out. He’s saying he wasn’t involved.”

Cal might have cared about courtesy, but I didn’t give a fuck. “Paolo can wait while I decide how involved he may or may not be.” They knew I meant it, as my tone was as razor sharp as a blade now, ruthless and unforgiving. “Plus, I’m not leaving Franny right now to pacify his ass . . . or the mayor’s.”

Cal sucked on his teeth, holding my gaze. My brother ventured to the East Coast more, had stronger ties there, and stronger feelings about it than I did. “Fine. I get it,” he conceded, only for now. He had as much fight in him as I did. “We’ll adjust schedules. I’m just keeping up appearances. You know as well as I do it’s good to keep a senator happy, bro.”

“Which is why we buried that little mess he had with the union funds last year and ran cleanup for the ‘accident’ he had with his deputy.”

“If anything, Senator Panwell can keep up appearances by making sure the mess we’re making over this academy shooting isn’t in the headlines,” Archer grumbled.



“Wouldn’t be a problem if you hadn’t killed half the town in front of the teacher and then kept her alive to tell the story.” Cal jabbed at my men like they were novices. Archer was highly trained and one of my best. Couldn’t speak for my other hire, Xavier, who had almost got his head blown off after I saw him pull his gun on Mia, but he’d been reprimanded.

“Would you shut up, Cal?” Archer rolled his eyes and then threw back more whiskey.

“Yeah? Why? He can’t really let her go back home like nothing happened now. You’ve made a mess—”

“It doesn’t matter.” I summarized, “Franny confides in her. Likes her.”

“Exactly. No one’s touching Mia,” Archer ground out before his gaze hit me hard and mean. “Right, Knight? Because she would still be teaching at some regular old school had you not hired an inexperienced random girl who you then proceeded to manhandle.”

“Manhandle?” My brother’s dark eyebrow raised with interest.

Archer was quick with his response because his ass wanted the heat off himself. “Jameson choked her.”

My brother whistled like I’d stabbed her when she was fine. I pulled at the collar of my shirt. “Hardly choking. She was wasting time I didn’t have. Quite frankly, she’s a waste of time now, too, other than the fact that Franny is comfortable with her.”

Franny even thanked me and told me I was a good dad on the way out of Mia’s room. She didn’t see that I locked her teacher in there and told her to keep quiet or else.

“Franny’s comfortable with Ma and Valerie.”

“Is she? When’s the last time she asked you to play a game?” I pinned him with a look. “We had lunch last week with Ma, and what did they discuss?”



“I don’t know. They chat about nothing for hours.”

“Ma talks. Franny listens. With her teacher, she learns.” I took a breath before I admitted the rest. “She also told Mia she saw the bodies at her school. She didn’t tell Val that.”

“Shit,” Cal swore, and Hades whistled low.

“I took Ms. Darling’s phone. She doesn’t have much family. And I’ve informed her of what will happen if she leaves. So, let’s accept that Franny needs her friendly face and move the fuck on.”

My brother hated complications. “I’m friendly,” he replied gruffly as he cracked his tattooed knuckles. “And so are you. Why can’t she confide in us?”

Hades, Archer, and I had dumped more bodies in the last twenty-four hours than I cared to count.

“Your face has never screamed friendly, dumbass.” I dropped into my leather chaise to contemplate our next move. “The school have evidence for us, Archer?”

“What evidence do we need?” Hades answered for him, now looking at his phone, only giving us half his attention. “O’Connor’s leading the charge. Those were his men and we know why, that’s obvious—”

I hummed to cut him off. “You don’t attempt to kidnap my child over a few legislative quarrels. There’s more to it than that. The East Coast is most likely coming together against us.” Hades tried to argue, but I held up my hand. “I don’t give a fuck who is. All of it will come to light in the end. We start with O’Connor. He’s going to pay the ultimate price with his fucking life.”

“You think Paolo’s involved too?” Hades said what we were all thinking.

Paolo Ruiz and I had a history no one liked to bring up or talk about. Dropping his name alone tightened the room with tension. He used to run most of the East Coast cartel activity with dirty money from his father and was able to leverage ports, launder through shell corps, and buy off power. But his global reach had withered in recent years, and we all knew it was because of us.

“I know he’s bitter.” I also knew I didn’t really care.

“Your relationship is strained at best after you endorsed a clean pharm company over the ones he wanted,” Hades agreed.

“Not my problem. He should have known going legal was the smart move. I can’t help if his shipments have been cut in half over the past few years.” I could have probably done more to tip him off, but we weren’t allies or friends. I owed him nothing.

Less than nothing.

“They know those businesses we endorsed have been making money hand over fist after legislation passed to tighten import inspections and limit unregistered chemical imports.” Cal chuckled and then set the stress ball down to meet my gaze head-on. “That was a big fuck you to them and we all know it. They were bound to retaliate.”

I rubbed a hand over my jaw. “Not by involving my daughter. It crossed a line. And I’m not calling a damn meeting or a full table for permission to answer that retaliation.”

“The Diamond Syndicate has been quiet now for years, Jameson. We should enjoy that. Enjoy your daughter. Disrupting it isn’t my idea of a fun summer.”

My brother was playing the pacifist. Trying to be an ally to everyone. He was the gentleman I pretended to be. I’d slipped though. Time and time again over the last couple years. That’s what happened when you took over, when you had to step in after your father had made a mess of everything.

“I’ll enjoy my daughter when she isn’t plagued by the memory of dead bodies around her.”

“Your anger will get the best of you.” Cal shook his head like somehow he’d contained all his anger even though I knew that wasn’t the case either. I saw how his jaw ticked about Franny and knew he’d become just as unhinged as I was when the time was right. His anger lurked in the shadows while mine had already been unleashed.

To many, the Diamond Syndicate was a secret society that most knew of as peaceful dealmakers. We were talked of in whispered reverence behind closed doors. We operated quietly and politely with more money and ties throughout the United States than most had in the world. Families from generation to generation were born into it, and we expanded through marriage and partnerships that were exceptionally lucrative for us. Most thought that we prided ourselves on logic, not emotion. To many, we wanted peace, not destruction.

As for me, I’d learned to kill a man quietly and unapologetically for posing any sort of threat.

“When it comes to Franny?” I stared him down, provoking him. “My daughter? Should I care?”

Hades had no problem stepping in. “Franny is first always.”

“Exactly. She woke up screaming, which isn’t like her.”

Cal’s brows slammed down now, and he combed a hand through his dark hair cut just a little longer than mine. “She had a nightmare?”

Oh, now he gave a shit? “Last night.”

He adjusted his cuff links like he could somehow manage his attitude, and then he threw his stress ball all the way across the room. “Fuck it,” he grumbled. “I tried to be nice. I get at least one of them to kill.”

I took a sip of the amber liquid as Hades finally sighed and looked up from his phone. “We should call the Stonewoods and Armanellis for sure. Hardys too.” He started listing off our partners. “They need to be aware. You’ll want them to agree to what is essentially a mob war, Jameson.”

I slid my phone out and called the most unhinged man I knew. “Bane, your syndicate hear of infiltration at my daughter’s school?”

“You’re late. I texted you hours ago.” His tone was cool, calm. Collected. Bane didn’t get mad. He got even. “Of course I heard. Hades had to tell me she was okay. My wife isn’t happy you kept us waiting.”

“So, you and Hades have already discussed?” I glared at my right-hand man and watched a small smile spread across his lips.

“What’s there to discuss?” He seemed bored. “The Irish and cartel need a reminder that even if some of you are soft, I’m not. The blood running through my veins isn’t going to rest for very long, Knight.”

Nor would my blood. “She cried over it, Bane. I want every man brought to me personally.”

“Good. Finally.” His sigh of relief was the only emotion I got from him. “Everything’s in motion then. You need to meet with a few families. We can take them one by one quietly or cause a disturbance. You know what I prefer.”

“My daughter’s summer has already been ruined. Quietly for now.”

“Let me handle it until then.”

“No way in hell, Bane.” He’d already disrupted enough on his own. It was my turn. “I may live in Paradise, but I’m not going to relax in it until everyone pays. To me discreetly. One by one.”

It was the principle of the matter. They’d fucked with my utopia.

“Paradise with that woman there too?” Bane chuckled. “I hear she’s giving you hell?”

I glared at Hades. “Yeah, the teacher isn’t as sweet as I’d been informed,” I growled, staring out of the doorway.

“Well, that one isn’t my problem unless you want her to disappear.”



“She’s holding Franny together.”

“I’ll assume that you should be nice then, Jameson.”

“I am nice.”

He sighed. “Probably nicer than me, I guess. Want me to send Pink there to keep her company?”

“No. Nobody wants Pink here. She’s more of a menace than both of us.”

Franny called my name from the doorway, and I turned to see her standing with her dog, Malek. Why she picked the meanest looking Doberman out of the litter a year ago was beyond me, but I loved how he stood next to her—and me when she wasn’t around—most of the day like he knew his job. Protect us at all costs.

“If Pink wants to come visit, I would like that, Daddy.”

Bane’s laugh was almost evil. “Well, Franny has spoken. The women will be filtering through to vet this Mia woman anyway. Make sure she’s an ally rather than an enemy.”

“No, I don’t want—” He hung up.

Then Franny sighed, resting her head on Malek’s forehead. “You’re always on the phone, Daddy.”

“Franny, honey, I have to work.”

“Uncle Bane is work?” Franny had about a billion uncles in her mind. They were like family even if they weren’t blood.

Bane Black ran the West Coast territory of the syndicate out of his Black Diamond Resort and Casino. And although his territory was a lot dirtier than mine and embroiled in money laundering, murder, and much more scandal, he was family. Most of our alliances were.

“Uncle Bane is sometimes work for me, but he’s always just your uncle, okay?”

“Okay.” She sighed and twisted the tulle from a black dress she always wore when she was feeling particularly blue. The syndicate had done this. My job, my position, my duty.



It didn’t negate that I had another duty to her now as the only parent in her life. She needed me to do more than just be a dad.

I got down on her level, kneeling before her, and brushed a curl from her shoulder. “How was the movie?” Rosy had taken her to the theater room with candy and popcorn about an hour ago.

“I think the cat was about to die, so I made Rosy turn it off. I don’t want to die. Ms. Darling doesn’t either. She screamed when we brought her here. Do you think she thinks this place is going to kill her?”

The child asked the most morbid questions some days. “Franny, no. What would make you think that?”

She hummed. “I don’t know, but maybe you could get her a Band-Aid. She told me her ouchie didn’t hurt, but there was lots of blood.”

“Right.” I closed my eyes in frustration. “Hades, can you take Franny to her room? I’ll get Mia a first aid kit.”

Franny shrugged at Hades but reiterated to me again, “Be nice to her, Daddy. Her wrist hurts.”

And that’s how I ended up right back in her room with bandages like I was a dumbass doctor there to fix her.

Fixing her attitude, though, was going to take a lot more than a bandage.
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