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      Damian Carrigan is a playboy. A big talker with a quick temper and a quicker trigger finger.  But as proud as his father is of him, Damian’s not going to be able to handle leadership of any kind. Especially with that attitude. The Carrigan family has a reputation to uphold that reaches far beyond the rougher side of Corsica’s streets, and the heir to the proverbial throne has to be able to handle himself on both sides of the proverbial tracks.

      

      “Get a little culture.”

      

      That’s what my father told me to do. He can’t fault me for following orders. Luckily, I know a few guys who happen to deal in “culture,” and they know exactly what I’m looking for. Something delicate that I can break and bend to my will. Lily is the perfect specimen to help me get a “taste” of culture.

      

      It was only supposed to be one night...

      

      I became a ballerina to fulfil my mother’s dreams. Not mine. But when I came to Corsica, I didn’t know what I was looking for. An escape? A chance to spread my wings? Whatever it was, all of that is gone. I belong to him, and there’s no chance he’ll let me get away. Not in one piece.

      

      Adagio is a dark crime romance. It contains dubious situations, mature content, and graphic violence some readers might find offensive and/or triggering.
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      The flickering light of a broken fluorescent bar high above my head is reflected along the serrated blade in my hand.

      “Look, I already told you, the shipment is late—I don’t control the harbor. The ship is stuck in a lineup outside the bay. Don’t you listen to the news? What do you want me to do?”

       His reflection in the blade stares back at me. A pathetic weasel of a man. Pale and sweating. He’s sung songs like this before, and he’s been given way too many chances. 

      Damned if I can remember the man’s name. That’s not my job. But I do remember what it sounds like when he’s lying. 

      “Remember when you could say ‘the check’s in the mail,’ and people would believe you?” A few chuckles echoed in the warehouse as I turned to face my father’s supplier. “This building is supposed to be full,” I continued. “You’re also behind in your payments, so, the way I see it… something has to change. Other suppliers are coming through, and their boats are sitting in the harbor, too. But somehow, they just keep on going...”

      I walk toward him, slow and measured, tapping the blade of my knife on my palm as I approach.  

      “I don’t know what your other contacts are doing, but that’s not how I run my business,” the man snarls. 

      “Funny thing is, no one gives a fuck about how you run your ‘business,’” I say casually, “what matters to me, is that this fucking warehouse is fucking empty and you have the balls to blame someone else for your problems.”

      The man sniffs and looks me up and down. “Take it up with the Kavanaughs.”

      I scratch the blade of the knife against the stubble on my chin. “You want me to go to the Kavanaugh’s to complain about some fuckweasel who can’t keep track of his own cargo?”

      The man shifts uncomfortably on his feet. He thought he was being brave, but it must have dawned on him that he’s in no position to be uttering threats. Especially when he’s alone in an empty warehouse with me, my knife, and three guys with faces like stone and hands the size of his face. They’re all armed, but they’re not here for muscle, they’re here to be witnesses. 

      Not a single person present is on his side. Judging by how gray his face is looking—he’s finally figured that out.

      “I see we’re on the same page now,” I say.

      “Look, talk to your boss,” he tried. “This happened the last time the Kavanaughs overestimated the port—”

      I lift my knife and the man winces as the blade catches a beam of light and flashes in his reddened eyes. “That sounds like blame again...”

      The knife clicks loudly against the signet ring on my pinkie finger. My father’s gift to me when I joined the business. Sixteen years old; shoes stained with blood, and knuckles raw from brawling my way through his men.  

      I’d burned that signet into the flesh of more screaming men than I care to count. 

      It’s what I do—what I’ve done for ten years.

      In the corporate world, they might refer to me as a … problem solving specialist. 

      But around here, I’m known as my father’s enforcer. The blood-red line between both sides of the business, the legitimate and the not-so-legitimate. 

      The Kavanaugh family might be the biggest game in town, but Jack Carrigan had his own corner of Corsica’s underworld to manage. 

      His fingers were on the pulse of every beat of this city, and I was the edge of the knife he held to the city’s throat.

      Nice work if you can get it.

      A quick flick of the knife sent it spinning around my finger. 

      My crew takes hold of the simpering weasel and hold him firmly as he tries to struggle.

      “What— What are you doing?”

      “I’m going to take something back with me to show Jack Carrigan that you’re sincerely working on ‘the mystery of the empty warehouse’,” I say. I waggle my fingers in the air. The man’s eyes, wide and round as ping-pong balls, are trained on the blade of the knife in my hand.

      “I— I promise I’ll fix it,” he stammers. “By the end of the month—”

      “The end of the month isn’t going to work for us,” I snap.  

       “I— I can’t guarantee anything else…” 

      He’s sweating profusely now. The damp crescent moons of his terror soak through his shirt at his armpits. 

      I curl my lip back in distaste. Disgusting. 

      I step closer and drag the edge of my knife across his collar. He winces and tries to look tough, but fails miserably. This man is supposed to be reliable—he’s supposed to be running a business. But right now, he’s not worth shit to me. Or my father.

      “Can’t guarantee it, huh? Then maybe you can explain to me why the Montague shipments are arriving on time? What’s their secret? And the Nolans? What’s their angle? Someone on the inside?”

      The man’s jaw tightens. He didn’t know his competitors were getting their shipments delivered. Or, more likely, he was hoping that I wouldn’t know. 

      “Those bastards have the gangs in their pocket. I’ve heard things—”

      “So have we,” I say casually. I loosen the man’s tie. His aftershave is cheap and mildly offensive, like a TV commercial from twenty years ago. “Are you telling me that after all this time you’ve decided that the best way to get your shipments is to… just wait for the port to sort everything out for you? Were you at least bribing someone? You get paid enough.”

      He lifts his chin defiantly. “Of course I do. It’s just— it takes time. There’s a new foreman—”

      I tap the blade of my knife against the man’s chest. He’s talking too much; and I’m getting bored. 

      “All I’m hearing is more excuses, Sal.”

      “My name’s not—”

      “I don’t give a flying fuck,” I snarl into his face. “What I care about is the fact that this warehouse is empty, and you’re six days late with your payment. You know who else doesn’t give a shit about your lies? My father. The reason I had to come down here is because apparently, you haven’t learned the number one rule of working with Jack Carrigan: Don’t fuck with us.” 

      “I— I’ve been doing business with the Carrigans for years—”

      This time, when I look at him, his eyes are bulging with terror. Good. 

      “Not long enough, Sal.”

      He opens his mouth—like he’s about to tell me again that Sal isn’t his name. 

      Somehow, through all of this, he actually has the audacity to believe that I care… or that this conversation might end well for him. 

      Stupid, useless man. 

      He squeaks like the rat he is when I grab his hand. His fingers are clammy against my palm. 

      “Do you know what kind of knife this is, Sal?” I ask, flattening his fingers so I can work. “It’s a cigar trimmer. My father got it from an associate in Cuba. It’s supposed to be able to cut through anything with exact precision.” 

      He squirms again, blubbering excuses and promises. I nod to my guys and they hold him still. 

      His pinkie finger slides through the steel ring easily. He tries to pull away, but the hands that hold him in place are like steel bars. 

      “Y’see, Sal. Jack Carrigan doesn’t like it when things don’t go according to plan. In fact, he doesn’t like to know about any of this bullshit. So if he’s somehow aware that you’re not keeping up your end of the very generous bargains you’ve enjoyed for these past few years, it’s not good. And if the Montagues and the Nolans have been able to keep up with their shipments, then you should be, too. Right? They’re just two-penny dealers, right? Isn’t that what you called them?”

      Sal looks like he’s on the verge of pissing himself. I think it’s finally settling in that he can’t talk his way out of this. 

       My father’s instructions had been a bit… vague. But he trusted that I would know how to get this wayward supplier back on track. I always know what to say. 

      “I’ll— I’ll get my dogs on it,” he croaks, voice cracking just a little as he feels the edge of the knife against his knuckle.

      “Oh, I know you will,” I reply, making miniscule adjustments to the knife placement. 

      This is my favorite part. Talking to the bastard has been tedious. But making him squirm? I could do that all fucking day. 

      “They’ll get to the bottom of it,” he stammers. “They know where to look and who to threaten—”

      I scoff. 

      The Dogs in question are pretty good, like any of the gangs that populate Corsica’s underground networks. But they’re hardly his.

      He’s shuffling responsibility… again. 

      Not a good look. 

      “Your dogs? I don’t think they’d be too happy to hear you call them that. And if what I’ve heard is right, they’ll do more than just rough you up a bit to make their point.”

      “Is that what you’re going to do?” he asks. “Rough me up?”

      I press down on the blade of the knife, and it bites into the flesh of his pinkie finger. He lets out a whine as a thin trickle of blood wells up and inches slowly down the side of his little finger. 

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Sal? A little black eye and a broken nose to show off at the bar. You’ll brag about how the Carrigans came down to the docks and talked tough and let you off with a few scrapes. Battle wounds to show that you stood up to the boss, huh?”

      “No,” he says desperately. “I wouldn’t! I swear!”

      “Bullshit,” I snap. “We trusted you last time, and I let you off light. Now look at us. This is your second strike. Surely this doesn’t come as a surprise to you…” . 

      He looks down at his hand and swallows hard. The blood is flowing more freely now, dripping a dark red puddle on the concrete floor. 

      “What about the third strike?” His voice shakes, but he manages to make eye contact with me. 

      Ballsy. 

      I press down harder on my knife blade and watch as it bites deep into his knuckle.  

      “You don’t want to know what happens if I have to come back here, Sal, but I’m going to tell you anyway,” I say casually. “The third strike? I take your fucking head,” I say casually. 

      “Wait—”

      Anticipation courses through me, and I smile. 

      Sal pales, realization setting in, and I laugh. 

      In a smooth motion, I slap my palm down on the blade, closing the knife and severing his pinkie at the knuckle. It’s not a clean cut. Not by any means. But I’m no surgeon. 

      His scream reverberates off the walls of the empty warehouse. 

      “Shut up, Sal,” I say with a sigh. “No one cares.”

      The guys drop their hold on his arms at my signal, and he tumbles to the floor, clutching at his hand. 

      I crouch down and frown at the writhing man. He’s still screaming. 

      Pathetic. 

      “I really don’t know what my father sees in you,” I say as I pull a handkerchief out of my pocket and scoop up the finger. “If you ask me, you’re a waste of oxygen.”

      I straighten and toss the offering to one of my guys who catches it without flinching and tucks it into a ziplock bag. We have a routine.

      Sal’s jacket is on the floor and I use it to wipe his blood off my knife. 

      Frankie’s pager beeps and I grimace at him. 

      “Why do you still have that thing? Don’t we pay you enough to get a phone?”

      Frankie checks the device on his hip and shrugs. “It’s more reliable.”

      “It shouldn’t even work,” I scoff. 

      “You’d be surprised,” Frankie replies. 

      We all ignore the man flopping around like a fish on the warehouse floor. He grabs for Frankie’s ankle, and I watch as the big man stomps his hand, making him scream again. 

      It’s just a finger, and not even a big one. He’ll get over it.

      “Boss wants us to come in,” he says as we walk toward the warehouse’s bay doors. 

      “Of course he does,” I sigh.

      After business is taken care of, all I want is a glass of whiskey and a hot mouth on my cock.

      The last thing I want is to go in and have a goddamn debrief with the boss. 
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      My father is known widely for being a very particular sort of man. 

      For one, he wasn’t especially fond of talking… unless he’s the one doing it. 

      I get out of the SUV and pull on a jacket while Frankie talks with the other two. 

      But as I approach the doors that lead into the main entrance to the hotel, the guard at the door waves us towards the back elevators.

      “Seriously?”

      He nods and I look down at my shirt. 

      Bloodstains. 

      Of course.

      Goddamn it. 

      God forbid any hint of the work I do for him be visible. 

      Work that I did to keep the family legacy secure and the wheels of business turning. 

      The dirty work. 

      There’s no use in arguing. Breaking my father’s rules wasn’t worth it. He had whiskey in his office, and my throat burned for a glass. 

      “You guys go on without me,” I say as I hold out my hand toward Frankie. He digs in his pocket and drops the baggie containing the pathetic trophy I’d claimed into my palm.

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah, you know how Jack likes to talk.”

      A ghost of a smile flits over Frankie’s scarred face and he gestures for the other two to follow him. There was no way we’d all fit in the back elevator, anyway. I need room to breathe. I might have sounded casual, but nothing about my father was ever casual. 

      He’d have something to say about the blood on my shirt, that was for damn sure. 

      The elevator doors slide closed and I take a breath. The plastic bag in my hand is light, and I wonder how my father will react when I toss it onto his desk. It would be a bold move, but I’m not exactly thrilled that he’s been sending me to take care of low-level problems like this one.

      And then there’s the problem of the ‘dogs.’

      The Devil Dogs MC were unpredictable bastards, and I don’t trust their leadership. My father wouldn’t bat an eye if I mentioned them, but I knew better.

      I’d never liked involving the bikers in our business.

      They got the job done, but they usually left a mess in their wake that was hard to clean up. They weren’t exactly… subtle. 

      The elevator lurches to a stop and I frown at the doors until they slide open.  

      The main elevators would have taken me straight to my father’s penthouse office. His suite occupies the entire top floor of the Arcadia Hotel, and he barely leaves it unless he’s attending a fundraiser or some other bullshit corporate event to keep up the ‘appearances’ side of things. 

      I smooth a hand over my hair and make a face at the bloodstain on my shirt before stepping into the hallway. It’s a back entrance that no one ever uses, but the tile is expensive and the wallpaper is thick and patterned. Even the artwork on the walls is carefully lit. 

      I don’t even want to know how much he spent on this remodel. Lately, he does a complete overhaul of the penthouse at least every six months. From the looks of things, these tiles are less than three months old. I’d put money down that he’s already tired of looking at them. 

      When I’m in charge, there won’t be any more of this bullshit. 

      The double doors that lead into my father’s suite are open, and one of his goons is standing guard. I haven’t bothered to learn their names. They change so frequently that there isn’t any point in getting chummy. 

      The guy at the door shifts as he spots me. His sunglasses glint in the dim light and I try not to roll my eyes. Why do these guys always wear sunglasses indoors? It’s embarrassing. I can see the outline of his gun holster through the tight creases of his suit jacket. You’d think my father would have gotten a better tailor. The guys keep getting bigger, but the suits seem to stay the same size. 

      “He’s waiting for you,” the guy says. 

      “Yeah, yeah,” I mutter as I pass him. 

      My shoes sink into the thick carpet and I stifle the smirk that threatens to spread over my face as I grind whatever I’ve stepped in over the course of the day into the overpriced wool carpets. 

      Blood. Sand. Oil from the garage.

      All into the plush rugs. 

      “Did you wipe your feet before you came in?”

      “Oh yeah,” I sneer. “Definitely.”

      “Where have you been?”

      My eyebrow rises slightly as I realize that he’s changed the decor in the sitting area again. Greek art this time. Sculptures and vases—some of them look like they should be in a museum, and knowing my father, they probably should be. Knockoffs aren’t his thing.

      “Looking after your business,” I say as I come around the corner and step into the alcove that holds his massive mahogany desk. The view from the penthouse is spectacular, and the floor to ceiling windows boast an almost 180 degree view of the lake and the lights of the city spread out below. I doubt my father ever looks at it.

      “Is that so?”

      “Supply chain problems at the port,” I reply. I know he doesn’t want to hear what I have to say, but I’m going to keep talking until he stops me. “You need to pick your suppliers better. This guy I went to see tonight, his warehouse is empty, and he seems to think it’s everyone else’s problem.”

      My father doesn’t look up from his papers. “Did you talk some sense into him?”

      I pull the plastic baggie out of my pocket and toss it onto the desk. It bounces across the papers and I smile as my father is finally forced to look up. 

      He’s barely graying, dark and dangerous as the day he took over the Carrigan Hotel chain from his father. The hotels were a front, of course. A legitimate face for the back alley deals that kept the money flowing. The casinos in every lobby didn’t hurt, either. 

      “You could say that.”

      My father’s heavy sigh filled the room as he plucks the baggie from his papers and holds it up between his thumb and forefinger for inspection. 

      “A finger? Really, Damian? How… antiquated.”

      “Old tricks are the best tricks,” I say with a shrug. 

      He shakes his head and tosses the bag into the garbage bin at the side of his desk. The dull clang as the metal basket strikes the side of his desk makes me smile. 

      I hadn’t been trying to shake him, just remind him of what I was doing to keep things moving. 

      “Any other supply chain issues?”

      “No, the other warehouses are full. As they should be. This guy was planning to bribe the port authorities—”

      “Idiot,” my father snarled. “He should know better than that.”

      “He does now,” I say. He just nods. 

      “What did you want, anyway?” I ask. “You didn’t get me to come up here just for that.”

      My father leans back in his chair and taps his long fingers on the polished mahogany desk. His gold rings and the diamonds on his watch face glint in the waning light and I hear movement behind me. The goons my father hires to keep him safe are moving through the penthouse, turning on lights and drawing the sheer curtains over the tall windows.

      “No, I didn’t,” he says slowly. He looks me up and down and his lip curls as he spies the bloodstain on my shirt.  

       “You need to be more careful, Damian,” he says. “One day, you’ll be the one calling the shots.” 

      “So you keep telling me.”

      Here we go.

      The last time we had this conversation, I had just made the front page of every major newspaper in Corsica. 

      “Look, pops, you don’t have to remind me. I know I need to keep a low profile. No one wants to see our name in the news unless it’s you at some charity event. I know.”

      He shakes his head. 

      “No. I want them to see you, Damian. You have the respect of the men. They’ll do anything for you.”

      That was true. 

      “But the investors—”

      “The fat cats,” I snap.

      He inclines his head. “They need to trust you as much as your thugs do,” he says dryly. “Whiskey?”

      I nod gratefully as he rises from his desk, lithe as a cat. My father and I could be mistaken for brothers, it was almost criminal. 

      He pours the whiskey into two cut crystal tumblers. Antiques, of course. “You need a little… culture,” he says as he hands me a glass.

      I smile as I lift the glass to my lips and drain the expensive alcohol in one long gulp. “Culture? I got plenty of that.”

      My father’s perfectly groomed eyebrow lifts. “Oh, really.”

      “Yeah…”

      “Then you won’t mind taking over my position on the Corsica Ballet’s executive committee this year.” He says it so casually I almost miss it.

      I slam the empty glass down on the sideboard and pour myself another drink. “You want me to what?”

      “You need to get your name out there,” he says as he resumes his seat behind the desk. “People need to be able to associate your face with Carrigan’s legitimate business interests.”

      “People,” I snort. “What people?”

      “The right ones.”

      My lip curls and I take a quick sip of whiskey, relishing the way it burns on my tongue and down my throat this time. 

      “Sure, pops. Whatever you say. I’ll get on it.” I drain the glass and swallow hard as the alcohol sears through me, struggling not to wince.

      Jack Carrigan never skimps on the good shit.

      Thinking I’m dismissed, I turn away and stride toward the penthouse’s front foyer.   

      “You’re starting this week,” he says.

      I stop cold. 

      “What?”

      “This week,” he repeats. “I’ll send a car.”

      There’s nothing to argue with, and it’s not as though he’d listen to me, anyway. 

      Ballet.

      I didn’t know shit about ballet. 

      But if this is the price of getting him to lay off and start talking seriously about me taking over the business? So be it. 
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