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Callahan

one year later

I really didn’t have to lose her number: I saw her sparingly over the course of the following year because of the meetings her uncle wanted to have with the Diamonds.

His empire was crumbling, and he continued to make moves that made it worse. It only took twelve months for Paolo to show his hand—he tried to get ports for the East Coast, failed; tried to make nice with the Irish, failed; essentially attempted to go to war with the government over their illegal drug trade, failed.

Then, he tried to get us to partner with him, to give him access to the ports, to force the Diamonds’ hand. We were the most powerful secret society in the world.

We didn’t allow for that sort of pressure.

I didn’t end up being her savior or her knight in shining armor.

To her, I’d become the devil.

The man who tore her family apart. And I didn’t regret it.

Her uncle deserved to die.

 

I stared at her number in my phone while we discussed the East Coast in the boardroom underneath our city hall in Paradise Grove. The air was thick with tobacco and tension like always when the governor, along with investors, came to discuss Diamond plans. Some of them were old school, some of them not. Some of them liked the way we handled things, some of them didn’t.

Specifically, the topic of conversation was divisive.

“Your father had a soft spot for the Ruizes,” my mother said, like I should care.

“Father had a soft spot for anyone who was making him money,” Jameson grumbled, unimpressed, and rolled his dark blue eyes. I watched his shoulders tighten beneath his suit, but it was the tick in his jaw that caught me. That tick was the same one I had when I was frustrated.

“That’s why he’s dead too,” I reminded her, in case she’d forgotten that we’d found our father to be a traitor who had made dirty deals without informing us. He’d paid the ultimate price for it.

My mother sighed and looked to the governor and then Lucille. Lucille was a steely, brash woman who had befriended my mother years ago. She was a Diamond and a woman who’d taken out her own husband when he’d proved to be disloyal too. I didn’t underestimate her in her woven wool dress, and no one else should have either. When my mother assembled her support group and Lucille was a part of it, I knew it would be a struggle to sway them away from their goal. “A distant relative of his reached out. Said we need to do our due diligence with a trust that may have been set up.”

“What do we care about a trust?”

“It’s the only way for the Ruizes to keep hold of the East Coast. They’re making money, but not enough to stave off other enemies. Their territories are feeling heat.”

“I don’t especially care if they lose men, Ma.” I took a sip from the crystal tumbler of whiskey I had. I knew there was a drug war going on. It’s why we’d made sure the Diamonds stayed out of it. We’d legalized our revenue, had business partnerships that brought in billions, and we were doing quite well across the nation. “Let them crumble.”

“Fitz took ten of their men last night, tied them up and threw them out to sea. He threatened the Ruizes right after.” Her sharp gaze met mine, and I knew that look. I learned negotiation and compromise from her.

“Not our problem, Mom,” Jameson offered, but he was looking at his phone, no doubt texting the woman he loved rather than listening. He didn’t need to. We handled most business the same and he knew I had it under control.

“It is our problem, though. Fitzpatrick is volatile. He takes the East Coast, and it gets messier. I want it cleaned up, Callahan. Don’t you?”

I didn’t so much as move as I glanced around the oak table. I could see a few of our investors lean in, could see the governor tapping his finger like he was considering what it would mean. The Diamonds in this room . . . they had a lot of money tied up on the Eastern seaboard. Some of it in legit businesses. Others . . . less so.

“I agree. We’ve made sure our ports are stable,” the governor said, his voice dropping to a gravelly low. “But the transit corridors are a massacre. Fitzpatrick’s cells aren’t trying to take the docks; they hit convoys coming out of Queens and the Bronx to prove a point this last week. They hijacked the pharmaceutical shipments we’d already cleared through customs. It’s making our ‘secure’ ports look like a joke.”

One of the investors leaned forward, his eyes locked on mine. “And I’ve lost four shipments this month. Whether it was to the Ruizes or Fitzpatrick, I don’t give a shit. My insurance premiums are tripling, and buyers are starting to look at West Coast alternatives. We have the entry points, but there is no control of the streets between them. That mess is costing us ten percent of our net revenue every week.”

“What’s the angle then, Mother? Be frank.” I didn’t need her trying to sell me on something before she told me what it was.

“Apparently Paolo’s father, Jesús Ruiz, truly may have left a blood trust,” my mother said, sliding a gold-embossed file across the mahogany table. “He was dying, and he wanted to ensure the Ruiz legacy couldn’t be squandered by his sons, who he thought were too competitive to do right by the bloodline. The assets are only to be released to his biological grandchildren upon the conception of a direct heir so that he’d have biological great grandchildren.”

I scoffed and shook my head, taking the papers to look over. “Old-world paranoia meets modern banking.”

My mother shrugged because she probably would have done the same if she could have. “And his son, Sanchez, was the only one with the authority to move capital into said fund.”

“Jasmina’s father?” I asked before I could stop myself. I didn’t really know the story, just that he was killed and Paolo stepped up.

My mother and Jameson looked at me with curiosity. I wasn’t supposed to know her by name, let alone be on a first-name basis with her. Had I run a few searches on her and found out what I could? Sure. She was a wild card and I didn’t like those, so I did my homework.

“Yes.” My mother dragged out the word. “Jasmina Ruiz’s father and mother were killed twenty years ago. Monte and Paolo took her in. Monte looks at her as one of his own. She’s good with laundering like her father was. Not that it matters. To unlock and manage the fund we think may actually be there, one of you would have to marry into the Ruizes, and—”

“No,” Jameson barked right away, cutting her off, standing as if the meeting was over. “Not happening. I love Mia, and Callahan . . . well, he loves all the women he sleeps with too much.”

“Hear her out, Jameson,” Lucille said. “My God, look at the math. Maybe it won’t be so bad.” Jameson gave her a look of shock, and she scoffed. “Not for you. Mia is here to stay, obviously. But Callahan? What’s so bad about it?”

It was all fun and games when it wasn’t her name on the chopping block. “I’m in my prime, Lucille.” I winked at her. “I don’t need a kid.”

She tsked. “I think you do. You’ve run wild long enough. Plus, if we play our cards right . . .”

My mother hurried to continue, “A marriage partnership just for a few years would allow us to move men into those territories with no bloodshed. We could restructure the East Coast the way we want it rather than let the drug trafficking continue. And if there’s a trust, upon conception, we’d control the money rather than letting the Ruizes fund a drug trafficking war with it, because you know that’s what they’ll do. By ensuring the heir is a Diamond, we decommission their money, Callahan. We get the East Coast, choke out their cartels, and gain control of Fuerte Firearms.”

She dropped that last tidbit like it was the icing on the cake she needed. “Fuerte Firearms?” It was a corporation we’d wanted a part of for as long as I could remember.

She smiled because she knew she had me. “I talked with Monte Ruiz—”

“You what?” My voice sliced through the room this time.

“I did what I had to as a member of this Diamond Syndicate.” She gave me a look a mother only gives her son. “I won’t sit here useless when I know your father and I built connections that can help. Monte and I have a history, and he was honest with me.”

“None of them are honest,” another syndicate member grumbled. I agreed with him.

“He was honest about the trust. He admitted that he doesn’t know if there is one. He can’t be sure. But I trust my source. Plus, their family is struggling after what happened between Jameson and Paolo.”

There were murmurs and grumbles around the table.

“Monte’s proposition for us is an arranged marriage of sorts for protection.”

“Arranged marriage.” The words almost felt foreign in my mouth.

She rushed on. “Just for two or three years to protect his territories and men while he gives us a foot in the door with Fuerte Firearms, which, you know—”

“We’ve wanted their manufacturing and international connections for long enough,” I said softly, knowing I shouldn’t. That offer was a tempting one. Not because we needed it. But because I wanted it. The ambition in my chest was a living, breathing animal that I could barely tame.

I wanted the sovereignty.

I wanted the world to be an empire controlled by Diamonds—civilized, strategic, and absolute. Not run by impulsive cartels. Not Ruizes. Not the Chinese.

No one but us.

The world was safer that way.

Lucille produced a document. “The Ruizes are scrambling. They can’t provide port access like they promised the Irish, and they know their only legitimate business is Fuerte Firearms Corporation. It’s what keeps them afloat. Monte Ruiz is desperate. He’s agreed to vouch for us at a shareholder meeting. He’s offering us a seat at the table just to stay alive.”

“Or I’ll just run them all the fuck over,” Jameson gritted out, his hand white-knuckling the corner of the table. Tensions would always be high with us and the Ruizes. Paolo had threatened Jameson’s daughter, Franny. And we’d snuffed out everyone who was involved.

My mother’s eyes softened because she loved Franny just as much as we all did. “We are trying not to hold a whole family accountable for one man’s actions, right?”

Jameson pinched the bridge of his nose. “What Mia tells me, at least,” he grumbled like it was the only reason he hadn’t gone on more of a killing spree.

But it was also because we’d done enough damage by taking Paolo’s life. I saw how the governor’s neck tightened, how Lucille looked away.

“Strategy isn’t always a bulldozer, Jameson. We need finesse now, not more blood. Leadership is knowing when to negotiate so you don’t have to annihilate.”

My brother didn’t care for it anymore.

He put his family first, as he should.

He’d have burned the world down for the woman he loved and his daughter.

I didn’t have that, nor did I want it.

“Say I consider it—”

“What the fuck?” Jameson immediately glared at me.

I met his furious gaze. “I want to hear the whole plan before we shut it down.”

“I’m not interested in calling the president to explain why the East Coast is a war zone because we were too proud to sign a contract,” said the governor.

“I wouldn’t really give a damn,” Jameson growled, but he waved my mother on.

“I’ve spoken with Monte,” she said. “He’s offering his daughter, Maribel. He wants the Diamonds’ protection publicized to ward off Fitzpatrick and the Chinese. If we don’t step in, they’ll partner with Mr. Fitzpatrick, and the Chinese will turn that firearms business into a black-market armory for every terrorist cell on the coast. If we’re in meetings, have a say, we’ll keep it legal.”

“Fitzpatrick? The fucking Chinese?” Absolutely no way was I having them take over the East Coast. “And how do we know the trust isn’t just a rumor in the wind?”

“The stake in the firearms corporation is guaranteed regardless,” Mother said. “That alone is worth the two-year commitment. We provide the protection, we take the board seat, and we clean up the territory.”

“We don’t deal in dirty business anymore, Mother,” Jameson said, his voice dripping with condescension.

“Which is why,” I said, looking him dead in the eye, “we’re going to be the ones to take it away from them.”

“You’ll agree?” My mother sounded surprised.

“Two years. No more. I’ll establish order, secure streets, and they’ll fall in line with us or die off without us. Tell Monte I’ll be there for Paolo’s funeral, and I expect Maribel to be ready.”

“Of course.” My mother nodded to Lucille, who hurried out of the room like she was going to relay the information personally.

“Mother.” Jameson leaned in and clasped his hands together. “Should we discuss how volatile the East Coast is before or after you marry off your son, because I was given security footage before this meeting.”

“What footage?” I frowned at him, but his stare held hers as if he knew she’d withheld the information.

He then reached for a remote and pressed a button for a screen to drop down. After a few buttons on his phone were pressed, we were staring at his screen up there.

I saw a small figure in the dead night approaching one of our new investment properties in New York.

“The Knight Heights Project in Hudson Yards,” I whispered, my blood turning to ice. It was a billion-dollar flagship—a sixty-story spire of glass and automated tech. It was a personal triumph of mine and a way that we were already going to gain a foothold on the East Coast.

I’d planned and invested about a billion into it, and it was currently in the final stages of interior fitting.

The small figure didn’t just circle the building. She was at the staging area of the secondary gas main, which was a temporary line used for the industrial heaters during construction. She methodically moved toward the service elevator shaft after breaking in.

“Shit,” I hissed as I realized what she was doing. In a high-rise under construction, the shaft could act like a chimney, a natural flue that pulls oxygen and fire upward with terrifying speed.

With one movement, she reached under her chin to crack her neck, a telltale sign of someone gearing up for a fight.

And that’s when I knew exactly who it was. Jasmina Ruiz.

She didn’t just throw a Zippo. She opened the valve on the pressurized gas main and tossed the flame into the elevator pit.

The screen whited out for a second as the pressure ignited. Because the building was in its “fitting-out” stage, the floors were stacked with highly flammable architectural foam and kiln-dried exotic woods. The fire climbed the spine of the building fast.

I swore out loud.

My brother told everyone, “We ran the plates and face recognition. We don’t have anything yet, but I’ll keep you posted when—”

“There isn’t a need to keep me posted. I know who it is.”

My brother’s head snapped up, his gaze finding mine. “I want his name. He’s dying for that.”

“She. And she’ll soon be a part of the family. Jasmina Ruiz.” I pinched the bridge of my nose, and my brother swore.

“The girl you . . .” He held his tongue because there were other people in the room. “She burned down a billion-dollar building of ours?”

“I’ll handle it when I retrieve Maribel.”

“Leave it to a Ruiz,” Cary, an older Diamond, grumbled. “I want them wiped off the map.”

“We’re not killing her,” I said immediately. It was a gut response, one I shouldn’t have had. My brother’s eyes widened. Even still, I held his gaze.

Something about Jasmina had buried in my bones. Something irritating and provoking but also addictive and alluring. I didn’t want her dead, but I wanted her begging for mercy. I wouldn’t bend on that.

“Then what’s the other option?” my brother asked me.

“I said I would handle it,” I gritted out. “Mother, draw up my marriage paperwork. I’ll handle the Ruizes from now on, considering they’ll be my family soon enough.”

With that, I left the boardroom, and before I could do anything else, I hit her name on my phone screen and texted her.

Couldn’t wait to start the war until the funeral was over?

She read it. I saw that she had.

But she didn’t respond.

Fine.

Looking forward to seeing you soon, pyro princess.
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Jasmina

Love wasn’t measured by large homes or extravagant things. I enjoyed little comforts—my family, my cousins, their laughter, my cat and modest apartment—when we weren’t out trying to keep the family name alive in the way my uncles had wanted.

“Welcome to your new home,” Callahan said, his voice echoing in the vast, cathedral-like foyer.

“Home?” I questioned, sounding small against the soaring marble columns and the massive iron-and-glass staircase that looked like it belonged in a modern art museum.

We had just passed through the large, iron-clad gates of the community only to drive for about a mile along a private, winding road carved through a dense, ancient forest. When the house finally appeared, it didn’t just sit on the land—it dominated it.

This didn’t feel like just a home. It felt like an estate of opulence with the winding stairs, and the floor-to-ceiling windows past the foyer into the living area weren’t just extravagant—they were giving a view of an expansive, manicured lawn with a forest in the distance. I was at Hogwarts, but it was all updated to fit Callahan’s modern tastes in some way.

“Yes. Well, sometimes. I’m not here much really. I travel for the business, obviously.” He gestured vaguely toward the acreage outside. “We can have the wedding in the backyard. Once you start planning, make sure to invite all the people here. We want to be good neighbors.”

“You don’t have neighbors,” I pointed out, because he was surrounded by land and trees.

“Of course I do. My brother lives down the road. My mom lives just a few blocks into Paradise Grove, and everyone in this gated community is a neighbor.”

“And what about your father?” I asked him with a raised eyebrow.

“You know the story, Viper. He’s buried six feet under after betraying me and my brother.”

“And everyone here is just fine with that?”

“You asking if they’re all Diamonds?” He turned to me, a slow, dangerous smirk playing on his lips.

“I’d like to know who I’m dealing with, yes.” I’d seen the insignia on the gate that opened when we drove in. Paradise Grove held many Diamonds, I was sure. I was in enemy territory and knew the show I would have to put on for the next twenty-four months if I wanted to survive.

“Give or take a few.” He winked at me. “Let’s just say Paradise Grove is a closed ecosystem. Everyone understands the dynamic and responsibility of living here. You’ll be well watched, if that’s what you’re asking, Viper. Don’t do anything stupid.”

I scoffed and set my cat carrier down to unzip it.

“What are you doing? Your room is upstairs, the last door on the left. And your ex can stay with you in it.” He shook his head like I was ridiculous for thinking otherwise, and then started walking up the stairs like I should follow.

I did because the sooner I found my room, the sooner I could get away from him.

“Oh, so now we’re not sleeping together?” I lifted a brow.

“I wouldn’t dare sleep with such a precious, innocent woman until I’ve wed her,” he said condescendingly.

“How chivalrous of you. You going to keep your dick in your pants long enough for me to plan a whole wedding?”

He chuckled, “Probably not.” We continued down the hall, and Romeo meowed like he hated the place. I hated all the doors I passed, all the unknowns, and I hated the perfect specimen of a man I was following. Then he stopped at the door on the left and opened it to a neat room with what looked like a walk-in closet and bathroom. He leaned on the doorframe and looked at me like he was confused I was asking. “Do you really want me to keep my dick in my pants?”

I walked past him quickly to set Romeo’s carrier on the bed because I was confused too. I didn’t care what he did in his sex life, right? The more he slept with other women, the less he’d sleep with me, right? I mean, I only had to marry him and stave off pregnancy for two years.

“Sleep with every woman in the world for all I care,” I said fast, trying to cover the turn happening in my stomach.

“What a great wife you’ll be,” he mumbled. “Although”—he waited a beat to consider it—“two weeks isn’t that long for me to hold off until the wedding night.”

“Two weeks?” I screeched. There was no way my stitches would completely heal in that time. I could feel my heartbeat starting to skyrocket in the wounds just thinking about it.

Plus, my aunt and uncle would want extravagance, a showing of our alliance and partnership. That meant we couldn’t have anything but a perfect wedding.

“I can’t plan a whole wedding that’s extravagant enough for our families in two freaking weeks, Callahan.” That would be my play. It was for my aunt, cousins, his family, all the Diamond Syndicate, and it would be partially true anyway. “Can you really say you want to put on a wedding that’s less than perfect for all of the syndicate to see?”

“I don’t care.” He shrugged, but his jaw was ticking.

“Okay, what about your mother, your brother? This neighborhood?”

“It doesn’t have to be memorable.” He waved away the idea. “It just has to be a wedding.”

“Easy for you to say. Do you know my family? My aunt and cousins would die if I just cobbled together some mess of an event.”

His eyes held no emotion. He gave me that dead stare like he didn’t give a shit one way or the other. “I don’t care what your aunt and cousins think, Jas. If you’re that concerned, make it a good one.”

“I don’t have the means to do that,” I blurted out and then snapped my mouth shut. It was the truth, of course, and that’s what he needed to understand, but our family didn’t like to appear broke.

“My money is your money now when it comes to our wedding.” Callahan’s eyes burned holes into mine as if he wanted to assess whether I was putting on a show. “Your businesses need to know where your allegiance lies sooner rather than later. I don’t need them getting other ideas. You know the Irish are circling too. Invites need to go out tomorrow.”

“I don’t think—”

“Good. Because I didn’t ask for any of your thoughts on this. It’s the deal your family agreed to. It was your signature on the contract, was it not?”

“So, what? I just don’t get a say through this whole marriage?”

“I’m letting you plan the wedding.”

“In two weeks!”

“This isn’t the one of your dreams, Viper. It’s just a performance so that we can get it done.” He gestured around his estate. “Make yourself at home, keep the cat locked up, and utilize Paradise Grove for any planning help you may need. And my future sister-in-law, Mia, is sure to come by. She’ll help. Just get it done.” He looked at his watch.

“Have somewhere to be?”

“Yeah. Anywhere but here. I have work . . . a life. Or maybe I have plans of getting my dick wet. So, we done?”

“What a great husband you’ll be.”

“Better than an Irishman.”

“I would have never let that happen.”

“They would have forced you into it.”

His words hit closer to home than I wanted them to. I blinked twice and tried not to rub a hand over the wounds on my stomach. “I won’t let anyone do that to my family.”

“You’re only one person, Viper. You can’t protect your whole family from them.” His tone was soft.

“Isn’t that exactly what I’m doing by marrying you?”

“I guess. But in exchange, you’ve sacrificed yourself, have you not?”

“I’ll live.”

He chuckled, but it sounded almost menacing as he responded, “Confident, Viper. With an attitude like that, we’ll see.”

I sighed and looked toward the ceiling. “How can you possibly want this for two whole years?”

“I want what I’m owed, and since you don’t have it, I’ll collect your hand in marriage instead.”

“All for the family, then?” I hated that I basically lived by that motto.

“Why not?”

“You want an actual baby out of this?”

“I’m not getting any younger, and quite frankly, having a kid without a woman like the one my brother attached himself to at first is probably best.”

“Without . . . You think I’d leave the child with you?” I was shocked.

“You can stay here to raise the kid, or you can leave, but my kid will be here, Jasmina. Make no mistake. You signed on the dotted line for that.”

“I won’t leave them with you,” I whispered, suddenly sick to my stomach just thinking about it.

He chuckled and rubbed his jaw. “Like I’m the monster here.”

“Paolo would still be alive if—”

“And you’d be with an Irishman.”

“What?”

“Or Tomás.” His insinuation that my uncle would have pawned me off hit much too close to home. He knew how selfish Paolo was. Everyone did.

He rubbed his chin again. “Or maybe one of the Russians. Your uncle was desperate toward the end—”

“You know nothing.”

“I know everything, babe. You forget my brother took Paolo’s life? He told me every one of his attempts to weasel his way out of death.” His words twisted in my gut.

“Then you know it’s a lie,” I whispered.

“Or you know it’s the truth,” he threw back, holding my gaze. Something in his tone softened, though, like he knew he’d pushed me enough for the day. “What else do you need here?”

“Just for you to go.” I sighed and sat on the bed, exhausted. “I just want peace.”

“This partnership will be a lot more cordial, and you’ll feel at peace with it, if you’re honest with me, Jasmina.”

“Oh, God. Are you going to talk to me about that ridiculous trust again?” I closed my eyes and laid back. “You’ll see once we’re married: There’s no trust to be had, Callahan. I’ve got no secrets.” Except one little SD card. I threw an arm over my eyes. “Can I sleep now? Or can you give me my phone back so I can call my family to have them help with this stupid wedding?”

He was silent for so long, I lifted my arm and cracked an eye to look at him. “I believe you if you say you don’t know of one.” He said it almost like he was handing me an olive branch, and then, “I’ll get you a new phone, but you won’t be using yours. And you won’t be calling anyone without authorization.”

I thought maybe we’d turned over a new leaf until he said that. Instantly, I glared at him.

He shook his head. “Don’t start.”

“What? Like I’m still the enemy?” I crossed my arms as I laid there. “I’m going to be your freaking wife. So, how about you give me a little trust.”

He didn’t like a taste of his own medicine it seemed, because he just grumbled, “Viper, get the damn planning done.” His ominous tone was all he left me with. No tour. No welcome. No niceties.

Get it done.

I would. All for the family’s sake, not his.

But first, I was going to make Callahan suffer, and that meant not listening to him for as long as I could.

When my new cell was delivered, I broke the screen and set it outside of my room. When food was delivered, I took the tiniest bit of it to hold me over. Not only because I wanted to make him pay. I was still concerned with my healing. The vet had said the wounds didn’t puncture my digestive tract, but I was still careful. I walked carefully, held my body carefully, and I endured without showing the slightest bit of pain. I knew I would have to be careful to cover my bruises for a few more days and my stomach for a few more weeks.

And while I healed, I decided to act out. I made a mess of the food that was brought to me, tipping it over onto his hallway carpet and shutting the door. I also made sure to bend his stupid credit card up enough that it split into pieces before I set that outside my door too.

I didn’t want a thing from him until he agreed to give me more time with the wedding.

I needed time.

Time to plan.

Time to strategize.

Time to heal.
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Callahan

I figured I had made it pretty clear what she was supposed to be doing for the next two weeks in my home. Not that Jasmina Ruiz would listen to anything I ever said.

She hadn’t come out of her room in five days.

No, I wasn’t counting.

The woman could rot in there for all I cared. And I didn’t say that lightly, but she’d pushed me to it.

I told my guys to give her whatever food and luxury she requested for the first couple of days in hopes she would come out for something more.

She didn’t request anything other than telling them to relay a message back to me where she called me every obscenity she could think of.

She didn’t ask for water or sneak out to get anything at night. She didn’t charge my card or get deliveries either. She only opened the door to her room to throw something out of it. I paid an obscene amount of attention to it too. I watched the cameras and put alerts on so I could know if her door ever opened without her being in some fit of rage.

It didn’t.

“What did she say when you gave her the meal the last time?”

“Two days ago?” Archer asked with an arch in his eyebrow like he disagreed with my tactics. “How long do you want me to babysit her, by the way? I won’t be in town much longer.”

“Where do you intend to go?” I asked, my curiosity piqued. Archer was one of our best men, but I could see his restlessness, see how his mind was elsewhere lately. He wasn’t made for being just a guard. His mind was wired for more. He was smart, ruthless, but also loyal. He’d been a trusted friend with a shadow of darkness behind his eyes for as long as I’d known him.

“I have other work,” he said simply. No one else would have answered me that way.

Fucker.

“Work where? For the Diamonds?”

“Work that benefits us.” He shrugged, still not elaborating.

“You haven’t fed her in two days?” My future sister-in-law cut off our questioning from where she was scribbling in her notepad.

“Mia, don’t worry.” I rolled my eyes. “She agreed to all this before she came here. It wasn’t like when you got to Paradise—”

“And your brother drugged me before chaining me to a bed?” She gave Jameson a look before setting her pen down and crossing her arms over her floral sundress. “Is she chained to the bed, Cal?”

“What? No.” I stood up and combed a hand through my hair. “I gave her a phone, told her she could utilize whoever she wanted to help her prepare for the wedding. I catered in food when she didn’t request any because I didn’t know what she would eat. One of my guys even set new clothing outside her bedroom door and let her know it would be there for her if she wanted it.”

I’d given her everything. She was supposed to be a damn prisoner, and yet she was calling every shot, not that she cared or knew it.

“Well, maybe she doesn’t want any of that.”

“She has to want to eat, Mia. It’s survival.”

“Well, she has a bathroom. I’m sure she can get water from the sink.” She had a point.

“Maybe I should turn the water off.”

“Quit it. Why don’t you try asking her what she needs rather than trying to dehydrate her out of there?”

“Because, dear, dear Mia, she is not a guest here. She’s a means to an end.”

“What a terrible way to talk about the girl you’re going to marry. Especially when she’s right upstairs.” Mia frowned and glanced around as if concerned that Jas could hear us.

“You say that now, but you’ll change your tune once she talks with you.”

“And why is that?”

“Because”—I gave her a pointed look—“Paolo was her uncle. You realize that, right?”

She looked away and wrung her hands together.

“She doesn’t need the reminder, Cal.” My brother threaded his fingers through hers immediately. “Darling, you don’t have to be here. You and Fran Bran can go to the country club, and—”

“No. I don’t need to be coddled, Jameson. She’s going to be a part of the family, right?” Mia chewed the side of her lip. Then she whispered as if she didn’t want Jas to hear, “If you’re marrying that girl, Cal, we’ve got to somehow become cordial.”

Yet, it was my little niece we all should have been worried about, because she appeared behind me as quiet as a mouse before loudly asking, “There’s a girl you’re going to marry here? I want to meet her, Uncle Cal.”

“No,” I immediately said, just as Mia hummed and then nodded slowly.

“I think that’s a great idea,” Mia said. “Us girls need to stick together. Shall we go look for her?”

“Mia . . .” My brother finally had the balls to step in, but all Mia had to do was give him a look. “Be nice and let some of the men go with you?”

“What the f—” I glanced at my niece before continuing. “They’re not going up there.”

“Why not?” Jameson shrugged. “You’re not getting her to do anything. Maybe Mia and Fran will inspire her.”

“Oh, I have no intention of siding with either of you to make her do anything,” Mia said as she waved to Archer and one of our other men to follow her. Mia was a Diamond now, through and through. She and Fran were the reason my brother had finally decided to get rid of Paolo in the first place.

As they walked off, I turned on my brother.

“You’re fucking whipped, you know that? How do you think that ends? Jasmina is a fucking lioness out for blood.”

“Your blood, I’m sure,” Jameson mumbled as he looked at something on his phone.

“Is that a damn bunny as your phone background?”

He clicked it off immediately. “I have it under good authority you have a cat up there.”

“Fuck you. As if you’re not bulldozed by a woman at every turn. She just convinced you to let her and your daughter go talk to a woman who attempted to murder me and has a vendetta against anyone involved in her uncle’s murder.”

He rolled his eyes but did set down his glass and start walking toward the stairs. “I’ve attempted to murder you too. It doesn’t mean she’s a danger to them, just to you. She’s smart, Cal.”

“Smart enough to be a pain in my ass for the past five days.” I wiped a hand down my face and stopped him at the steps because, fuck it, I needed advice. “She might die of starvation.”

“You can charm anyone.” Jameson looked at me like I was an idiot. “Win her over.”

“I can also kill almost anyone, and she tempts me to do that daily.”

“Remind me why you wanted to marry her and not Maribel.” Jameson chuckled like my hardship was all a joke.

“I think she’s hiding something. She burned down that building and tried to kill me. She’s—”

“None of that matters,” my brother cut me off. “We don’t need the Ruizes, Cal. You and I both know it. She makes it just a bit easier to do this deal with Fuerte Firearms. We save a couple billion sure, but—”

“And we should save that couple billion along with showing who we are as Diamonds, Jameson.”

“Sometimes we don’t need to, Cal. Not at the cost of losing our sanity.” My brother was going soft thanks to the love of his life and Fran. I knew it. I just wouldn’t follow in his footsteps.

“Speaking of my sanity, I need someone to run security camera footage around her apartment and her uncle’s house from the past couple weeks. I think she was roughed up.”

“Why?”

“Cut on her lip. Faint bruising on her face she was trying to hide. I want to know what happened.”

He nodded, then smirked at me. Leave it to my brother to give me the out he wanted me to admit I didn’t want. “Sounds like she’s a handful, bro. If she’s too much, you can walk away. I don’t care, is all I’m saying.”

“Nothing’s too much for me. Not even her.”

“You sure?”

“If she were too much, that would mean I’m not trying hard enough.”

“Interesting. If she’s pushing you, maybe she’s just enough, then?” He patted my shoulder before starting to walk past me.

“I don’t know what the fuck she is, but she’s something, all right,” I grumbled, then followed him up the stairs.

He chuckled and rolled his shoulders as we ascended the staircase. “Well, most women who move in with us are.”

As we got to the second story, I heard genuine laughter coming from Jasmina.

And then I heard Fran laugh too.

We rounded the corner, and there was the cause of all my stress, kneeling in front of my niece with a genuine smile on her face. I’d seen it once or twice before, but normally she was stoic, proper, calculated, and angry.

With my niece, she’d gotten down on her level and was explaining why that orange cat was purring and winding around Fran’s legs.

“Romeo is so cute,” Fran, my beautiful little traitor of a niece, said about the cat that wasn’t even supposed to be in the hall.

“He is honestly the cutest.” Jasmina looked up right then and met my eyes. “Don’t you think, Callahan?”

I wondered if I could talk one of my guys into killing a cat. Archer had always been one of the most dedicated of friends, but I saw the small smile forming on his lips as he stared at the scene too.

Asshole. I’d felt his restlessness lately, his darkness creeping back in, but when it came to these ladies, he hid it well. Or he just genuinely liked the damn cat.

Jasmina was manipulating everyone, and with Fran smiling up at me, I had to give in and agree. “He’s a nice cat.” I practically choked on the words.

“I told my daddy cats are nice, but he doesn’t believe me. He says we have enough animals with the bunny and dog.”

Jasmina stood to meet all of us outside her room and cracked her neck like she was readying herself. Rightfully so. Jameson had taken her uncle’s life. There was no denying that. Still, she didn’t step back or look at all afraid as she said, “Well, I’m sure your daddy will get you anything you want, Fran.”

“I’m sure he won’t.” Her lip pouted out, and she put a hand on her hip. Every day she seemed to have a new part to her attitude, which we loved, but it also got us into trouble. We were very bad at saying no to any of her demands. “He complains all the time about our bunny. He thinks it smells, but it doesn’t. Right, Mia?”

“Right.” Mia stood back from them, wringing her hands quietly.

When Jas finally took in how close Jameson was standing to Mia now, I could tell as she scanned how Fran looked up at her dad that she’d put all the pieces together.

“I’m Mia Darling,” Mia said, her voice a little shaky. “I’m . . .” She cleared her throat. “I’m sorry about what happened to your—”

“We share condolences and pay our respects, but we’re not sorry about what happened to him.”

Goddamn my brother. He was right, but I didn’t realize how her smile loosened the knot in my stomach until it dropped off her face.

Jas’s back went ramrod straight, and I knew that look in her eyes. It was the one she gave me on the cliff, like she was ready for a fight, for a challenge, for someone to underestimate her.

I glanced at Mia, and Mia had that same look in her eye as she stepped a bit in front of Fran. Archer read the room well enough to shuffle Franny from it, offering to get her a snack from my kitchen.

Guess he could keep his job for now.

Jas cleared her throat. “Is the expectation for me to accept an apology that wasn’t given?”

“You’ve been asked only to pay what your uncle owed or give a hand in marriage.”

“My uncle gave what he owed by paying with his life.”

“No.” Mia shook her head and held up a hand like she wanted us all to stop. “Please. Let’s start over. I didn’t come up here to gang up on you. I came here to find a common ground, but I do think it’s best we’re clear. My baby Fran was threatened for a deal. Your uncle would have trafficked her.”

“Don’t you dare tarnish his name.” She stepped toward Mia, but Jameson and I both stepped between them.

“It’s true, Jas.” I tried to be honest with a soft voice.

Her eyes held fire as she glared at me. “That girl’s a baby. He wouldn’t have . . .”

“Are you saying you don’t know the business your family runs?”

“I know every part of the business.”

I searched her eyes for the lie. She didn’t even blink. She held my gaze with so much honesty, I believed her.

I sighed as the knot in my stomach coiled tighter. “I can provide you with all the evidence that Lex and Paolo had been trafficking—”

Her posture straightened like she needed to stand taller. “We would never. We left that business to the Iri—”

Mia spoke around Jameson and me now. “I wouldn’t lie. I wouldn’t go after another woman had I thought she could be saved.”

“You took her life?” Jas sounded shocked.

“I’m not proud of it, but I’d do it again. She wasn’t meant to live with the way she took advantage of Fran, but if you were friends, I’m sorry I took her from you.”

“We weren’t,” Jasmina answered slowly, like she was measuring how much she could divulge as she chewed her cheek. “And my uncle?”

Mia sighed, and her eyes glistened as she said, “That wasn’t my doing. Jameson, though I love him, may get a little out of hand when it comes to people threatening his family.”

Jameson hummed. “As I should, Darling.”

She tsked. “The repercussions of our actions obviously affected someone, Jameson. We have to acknowledge—”

“I acknowledge that the love of my life and my daughter are safe. That’s it.” He turned to Jasmina. “You understand they’ll always be safe. I’ll make sure of that. Right?”

Jas’s gaze held his. “You protect your family. I protect mine.”

We were all silent, but I think a quiet respect passed between us before my brother nodded at her and murmured to Mia that she should give us space.

“Fine. I do think your cat and our bunny would get along, if you happen to want to go for a walk sometime.”

“A walk? I don’t walk my cat.”

Mia wouldn’t be deterred. “Oh, he’d probably love it. Our bunny does.”

I think Jasmina was so taken aback she just said “okay” slowly and let Mia and Jameson walk back down the stairs.

Then she turned to me and said, “I want all the evidence you have on my uncle trafficking immediately.”

“Have a meal with me, and I’ll drive you to the police station where they’ll give you every piece of evidence you want.”

She grabbed her purse from the vanity before saying, “Let’s make it quick.”
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Jasmina

I looked down at my cutoff jean shorts and loose-fitting gray sweater that I’d crocheted myself as I followed my soon-to-be husband out of my room, trying my best to keep my emotions from spiraling out of control.

“I don’t care about eating anything when you’re accusing my family of shady business—”

“Paolo was always shady with everything he did, Jas. Don’t act like you don’t know that.”

I hated the way my gut twisted and dropped. Fucking Paolo had always done what was best for him and for Lex first rather than thinking of anyone else.

“You better have some actual proof.”

“Wouldn’t throw out an accusation without the facts to back it up, Viper.”

I gritted my teeth together, thinking of whether or not I could trust what Callahan said and what seeing the evidence would mean. I didn’t want to endure finding out the truth. I didn’t want to unearth more shit on Paolo that I would have to tell my family. “I’ll never forgive his ass,” I grumbled more to myself, but Callahan heard it.

“You don’t have to forgive him,” he said back softly. I saw his jaw ticking like he was thinking of something or someone else. “Just because a person is gone doesn’t mean they get a pass for all they did to you. It just means you can choose how and if you want to move on from it without their influence.”

Someone had hurt Callahan, it seemed, in the same way my uncle probably was going to hurt me with what I found out about him. Yet, I couldn’t ask Callahan about that now.

His words were burrowing deep in my heart and making my eyes water in a way that wasn’t at all like me. I blinked rapidly and told myself I would figure out the destruction that Paolo caused and rectify it. That’s why I was here rather than Maribel. Rather than Annarose.

That’s what made me put one foot in front of the other. “We’ll see once the evidence is in front of me,” I told him as I smoothed the sweater I had on and winced at the fact that I hadn’t even tried to put on presentable clothes. “Promise to give me all the facts and be honest?”

He stopped and turned to face me, his eyes so piercing as he caught my gaze. “I do promise you that for the next two years, Jas. This might be for your family and for mine, but I’m never going to take you for a fool or lie to you like you are one; I know you’re not.”

I nodded and chewed my cheek, trying not to get emotional at the way he was at least trying to build trust, at the way he was giving me his word like I was his equal rather than a prisoner of his.

It felt different than what I was used to, and I hated that I found I was hungry for it, hungry for someone to see that I was more valuable than Paolo had ever given me credit for.

I focused on Callahan and his dark jeans and black T-shirt, trying to change the subject before I fell off a cliff of thinking this man was actually worth my time. “Right. Good. Since we have that cleared up, in the next two years, you think you’ll maybe wear something a bit more casual, like you can relax around me?” I wrinkled my nose at him.

“This is casual,” he said like he was affronted.

“Oh please.” I waved a hand between us. “Dark jeans?” I lifted a brow as I started to walk down the hallway with him again. “Those aren’t comfortable at all.”

“As opposed to shorts that barely cover your legs and a thin sweater that is so baggy it’s basically falling off?”

“Well, at least I have a tank on underneath, and . . . Crap, forgot to wear a—” I felt my cheeks reddening as I stopped immediately.

“What?” Callahan looked me up and down, and as if on cue, my nipples hardened and his eyes laser focused on them.

“Viper . . .” He licked his lips. “Please tell me you’re not going to be dressing like this for the next two years.”

I leaned against the wall and crossed my arms over my chest. “It’s going to be my house, too, Callahan. I can wear what I want.”

“It is your house already,” he corrected me, rocking back on his heels and putting his hands in his pockets like he needed them caged.

“So, guess I can wear what I want, right?”

“There’re men milling around.”

“All men you trust through and through.”

“With you in an outfit like that? I wouldn’t trust a fucking soul.”

“Is that a compliment now instead of insulting my attire?”

“Jesus, Jas. It was never an insult.” He sighed as if he was frustrated that I was always picking a fight with him. “You see the worst in everything I say.”

“Shouldn’t I? We were never nice to one another.”

“Could have fooled me. You seemed nice as hell when I slept with you a year ago.”

“That was before—”

“And this is now. I wasn’t insulting your attire, just saying it’s hard for others to focus with you in it.”

“Good, because I’m proud of this sweater,” I announced like we were just exchanging facts about one another now. And maybe we were. Maybe I felt like Callahan had his own demons and we could be cordial enough for two years to weather all the demons of ours together. “This yarn is the softest thing I’ve ever touched.” I held out my arm and pointed, and he frowned like he wasn’t sure I was offering.

“You made it?” He seemed intrigued that I could but didn’t move toward me at all. It was like he was holding himself back.

I nodded. “I have a few other skills rather than being just your wife.”

“Oh, I’m aware of your other skills, Viper.”

He still hadn’t touched my arm, so I held it out further. “Come on, feel it. I don’t bite.”

He chuckled and combed one large hand of his through his hair before sighing at the ceiling. “You do bite, Viper. The scar on my back is proof of that, but you’re standing in front of me without a bra on asking me to touch you. Feels like a trap, but I’m almost willing to take the risk.”

I shook my head slowly, keeping my gaze on his. “I’m just trying to extend an olive branch for now. We can’t be enemies for two years.”

“I never wanted to be your enemy in the first place,” he grumbled, and then smoothed a hand down my arm over the fabric and back up again to the collar, where he dragged his fingers against my skin. “It’s soft, but not the softest thing I’ve ever touched.”

The insinuation was there. The temptation too. But Callahan was quick to move his hand back down my arm again until it met my hand, where he wove his fingers through mine. Then he took a step back and was walking again, pulling me down another hall as he chuckled. He brought my hand up to his lips and brushed them over the back of my hand like I was somehow precious to him as he said, “Let’s try to get through this night without turning into enemies again, huh?”

I hummed, trying not to read into his words or into the fact that his palm was warming mine and I wasn’t pulling away.

Why did he have to charm me while leading me to my family’s indiscretions? I held up our hands in the dim light and murmured to him, “Just don’t give me another reason to stab you then, Callahan.”

He smiled his stupid perfect smile, and of course my body almost shivered at seeing it.

This is how I’d have to feel for two years, I guess. Like I was enjoying the company of a man who should be my enemy but seemed to be telling me that my uncle had always been the one lying to me.

Uncle Paolo better not have done this. I grumbled a swear toward the ground. It was directed at Paolo because we all knew where his resting place was. Perla and Monte had told me why the Diamonds went after Paolo, and I understood those reasons. They wanted our East Coast, and they wanted to make an example of Paolo after Paolo had tried to take Fran.

That, I believed.

Paolo mouthed off and had made the fatal mistake of falling in love with Lex, who had been Jameson’s wife before he’d met Mia. They’d found true love, and Jameson couldn’t deal with that, Monte had said, but Paolo had also tried to get Fran for Lex. That was the fatal error . . . but trafficking?

He absolutely wouldn’t. And yet, something a lot like doubt rattled in my bones.

As much as I hated to admit it, Callahan and Jameson were smart. The Knight empire grew daily with the businesses they controlled.

And now, I was at the mercy of my stupid fiancé just to find out what my uncle was doing without telling me. I stared at his broad back as I followed him through another million hallways and down a flight of stairs to an extravagant garage filled with expensive vehicles.

“Jesus,” I muttered at the excess.

“Nope. They’re all mine,” Callahan said with all the confidence in the world.

“Not something to be proud of.”

He turned to study me, his face falling. “You don’t like cars?”

“I like one car for what I need. The rest is showing off.”

“Or the rest is what I wanted.” He shrugged. “I don’t buy materialistic things for others. But I deserve them for myself if that’s what I want, no?”

“I . . . well, I guess.”

“Exactly. So I got them rather than worrying about other peoples’ opinions.”

My point was that it was excessive, but somehow he’d flipped it and made it about enjoying himself. It was a concept I don’t think I really considered until that moment.

He didn’t unlock any of the doors until he’d woven through a few and opened the passenger side of a sleek black one for me.

Then, we drove in silence. The questions I had, I didn’t want answers from him. He would twist even more about my family, and I didn’t want to hear his side. I wanted cold, hard evidence and nothing else.

I took in the beauty of the little community he called home. The lawns were immaculate. The people walking up and down the sidewalks looked put together. Some waved to him, and he even rolled down his window at one point to say hi back.

But when he pulled into a large parking lot, the sign above the building didn’t read police station.

I gave him a look, and he said, “We’re eating first.”

“Take me to a drive-through, then. I don’t want to go to a sit-down with you.” I cracked my neck, trying to release some tension.

“Damn it, Jas. Why are you gearing up to fight with me over this?”

“How do you know I’m about to fight?”

“Because you crack your neck every single time you’re going to. It’s what gave you away the night you burned down my building.”

“What?”

“It’s how I knew it was you. You did that same thing
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