

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents


Title Page

Copyright © 2026 Lily Zante

Author’s Note

The Darkest Knight

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

JETT

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Epilogue

DEX

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Epilogue

RIO

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Epilogue

Excerpt from Zach

Booklist

Acknowledgments

About the Author


 

KNIGHT EMPIRE BOX SET 1

 

Prequel & Books 1-3

 

 

Lily Zante

 


 

Copyright © 2026 Lily Zante

KNIGHT EMPIRE BOX SET 1

eBook Edition

 

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be copied, reproduced in any format, by any means, electronic or otherwise, without prior consent from the copyright owner and publisher of this book.

The scanning, uploading and distribution of this book through the internet or any other means without the prior written consent of the author is illegal and is punishable by law.

 

This is a work of fiction. All characters, names, places and events are the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously and do not bear any resemblance to any real person, alive or dead.


Author’s Note

 

KNIGHT EMPIRE BOX SET 1 consists of the prequel and the first three books in KNIGHT EMPIRE, a steamy, billionaire contemporary romance series based on a family of six brothers and their tyrannical, manipulative father. 

 

Each book is about one couple and can be read as a standalone. However, because these are stories based on one family, it is recommended to read these books in order for the best reading experience.

 

The books in this box set are:

 

THE DARKEST KNIGHT (prequel)

 

JETT

 

DEX

 

RIO

 

 

The remaining three books are:

 

ZACH 

 

MATTEO

 

ENZO

 


The Darkest Knight

 

Knight Empire, Prequel

 

 

Lily Zante


Chapter 1

 

CARI

 

I want my mom to live. That’s what I want, more than anything. 

“Cari! Don’t forget. I need the most recent financial projections for Vanhelm formatted, printed, and included in packets. I need to present them at the family dinner.” My boss’s voice pulls me out of my thoughts.

My fingers tremble, hovering over the keyboard, as I try to rein in my emotions, dispersing my heart-wrenching  wishes like dandelion seeds on a breeze. 

I look up and stare right into his cutting blue eyes.  My brain empties, offering a reprieve for just a few blissful moments. I can’t even remember what I was going to type next. Jett’s strong, spicy scent envelops me, and just like that, my shaking fingers still and  my pulse flutters. This surly and commanding man is the bane of my existence.

And my secret crush. 

I sigh. I know he’s jittery, because everything’s riding on this, but goodness, can’t he give it a break? “I know, Jett. You’ve already told me twice this morning.” When I first started working for him, I called him Mr. Knight, but he asked me to call him Jett. So I did. 

With his shirtsleeves rolled up and his large hands pressing down on my desk, he makes it impossible for me not to look at his bare forearms. 

“If I’ve told you twice it’s because it’s important.” Another waft of his cologne floats past me and my brain blanks again. “Well?” he snaps, when I remain silent. 

Between my boss’s endless demands and the constant worry about Mom’s health, I’m barely keeping it together.

“I’m taking care of it,” I reply, keeping my voice as steady as I can. “I wish you’d trust me to get this right.”

I also wish he wouldn’t stand so close. Overpowering and in my face. I have trouble getting him out of my thoughts as it is. 

He leans in slightly, the gleam in his eyes freezing me in place. “I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t think you could handle it,” he says, as if that makes it any better. “It’s a big fucking deal.” Then he stands up, shoves his hands in his pockets and steps back, allowing me to breathe again. 

I sense he’s possibly bracing for conflict with that overbearing father of his. The Knight family dinners sound like a form of torture that no normal family would subject themselves to, but these are the Knights, and they’re anything but normal. Their father convenes his six sons together over for dinner when there’s something important to discuss, almost always related to business. These people wouldn’t meet to discuss pleasantries.

Jett is negotiating a high-profile merger with Vanhelm Enterprises, a company who specializes in the renewable energy industry. It’s a big deal for him, especially being in a sector that the Knights don’t usually deal in. It’s already pissed his father off, but Jett hasn’t backed down. He’s met the conflict head-on and is still determined to see the deal through. Paul Knight, on the other hand, loves the fossil fuel industry. And therein lies the extra conflict, because this father and his sons don’t really like one another. 

“They’ll be done by five,” I reply, forcing calm into my tone, even though I haven’t started the projections yet. I stand up and absentmindedly pick up a paper file which I’ll pretend to file soon if he doesn’t move. 

“And,” Jett adds, his voice laced with that aggravating calm authority, “I need you to pull together the quarterly projections and draft a summary of the Stenson deal for tomorrow’s call.” 

I suppress a groan as I set the file down again and scribble a note to myself. This is completely unrelated to the Vanhelm deal, but the Knights have their fingers in so many different pies, I’m often overloaded with work.  All the assistants are. 

That’s my lunch break gone, and likely my evening too. “Anything else?” I ask, my tone sharper than I intend.

Jett’s gaze flickers downward, and for a split second, his eyes linger inside my blouse. I straighten up immediately, my breath catching at what he might have seen. 

He just looked down my blouse.

But Jett Knight isn’t that guy. He’s neither slimy nor a pervert. If anyone has any fantasies, it’s me, about him. Not the other way around. It would never be the other way around. This man dates beautiful women. Women who are high-powered, smart and independent. 

All the things I’m not. 

But still, he did look down my blouse. I’m sure of it. A shiver rolls over me. I hate how my body reacts to him, the thrill that sparks when he slips like this, showing me a crack in his steel armor.

He clears his throat and quickly looks away. “No. That’s all.”

When he glances back, there’s a sheepishness in his expression that sets my heart aflutter. Not for long, though. I notice my second button has come undone, leaving visible a sliver of burgundy colored lace. Which means he got an eyeful.  At least I’m wearing my Victoria’s Secret bra that my boyfriend, Rory, gave me for Valentine’s Day. 

I discreetly try to do up the button. 

“Thank you,” he says, loosening his tie. “I appreciate you putting in the extra time. Why don’t you take tomorrow afternoon off?” His voice softens, a rare concession.

Before I can reply, my phone buzzes on the desk. “MOM” flashes across the screen. Guilt tightens my chest, but I hit decline.

Jett frowns. “Shouldn’t you take that? It’s your mom.”

“I can see that, and I will. Once you leave,” I say tightly.

He hesitates, concern flickering across his face. “Is she okay?”

“She’s fine.” A lie, but one that gets him moving.

“Good to hear.” 

I remember something just before he reaches his door. 

“I also sent flowers to William Templeton’s wife. She’s in the hospital recovering from an emergency appendectomy.”

He turns around, hands still in his pockets. Of course, I notice his wide shoulders again and the way his cuffs are folded up.

Don’t ogle his forearms. Don’t.

His brow furrows in that familiar way. “His wife? But I don’t know her.” 

“That may be, but he mentioned that she was recovering from an operation. He told you about it when we were in the meeting.”

He stares at me blankly, but I’m not surprised that this man doesn’t remember. 

“Right, right,” he says, to himself, as if the lightbulb has gone off in his head. “We’re on the verge of signing the deal.”

“You are.”

Trust him to remember the deal but forget about the people involved. Personal gestures like this? Not on his radar, even indirectly. Money and numbers are what this man focusses on. His father has taught him well, and these Knight men and their obsession with their empire proves it. They only value money. I don’t trust Paul Knight, I don’t like him, and I keep my distance from him, and I pity his personal assistant.

What’s even worse is that I can see Jett turning out like him in a decade or so. Maybe Brooke will cause him to change. My heart melts thinking about that adorable little girl who is the center of Jett’s world, and the cutest little four-year-old I know. 

Jett scratches his jaw. “Thanks?” He says it like a question, as if he doesn’t understand why I sent the flowers. 

“It’s a nice thing to do. It shows him you care. It shows him that you’re a human, and things like that matter.” I often have to explain these basic concepts to him. 

“You’re probably right,” he admits. “Thank you for handling it. You’re …” He stops and rubs the back of his neck. “You’re good at what you do, Cari. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

I swallow the lump in my throat as he walks away. I don’t know what he’d do without me either, and that’s the problem.

As I sit back down, my phone buzzes again. It’s a text from Mom.

 

Don’t call. I’m napping. Stop by on your way home. Aunt Scarlett made tacos.

 

I exhale, relieved she’s resting, but the weight in my chest doesn’t lift. Even the thought of my favorite food waiting for me does nothing to relieve the ache. 

Jett returns, shrugging into his jacket. “Can you pick something up for Dina?”

I freeze. Dina. His latest girlfriend. “Pick what up?”

“A watch. Cartier. It should be ready.”

My jaw tightens. He really doesn’t listen, does he? “I told you. I’m already working through lunch as it is.”

He stops short, his expression softening. “Right. Sorry.”

My mind is in disarray, still caught up worrying about my mom. Now I stare blankly at my demanding boss. A man who has no idea what I am going through. A man who lives in his billionaire bubble.

“I suppose I could go and collect the watch myself.”

“Do you think you could?” It sounds cockier than I intended. I should let it go, but something snaps. “Why don’t you pick up a cookie-cutter set while you’re at it? Christmas-themed. Brooke needs them for her school project, and I’m guessing you don’t have anything like that at home.” 

I overheard him on the phone to his little girl a few days ago. She needs him to come home early so that they can make cookies for her to take to school. His brows knit in confusion, and for a second, I almost feel sorry for him. This man can close multimillion-dollar deals in his sleep, but he’s clueless about the simple things. 

Without waiting for a response, I dive back into my  work, typing furiously to claw back time. I’ll finish this, see Mom, and eventually get a minute to breathe.

An hour later, Jett strides back in, phone pressed to his ear. He drops a brown bag on my desk.

“Lunch,” he mouths.

I peek inside to find something from my favorite deli. I open the brown paper wrap, and my heart leaps. He got me my favorite sandwich. Turkey and avocado on toasted sourdough, loaded with lettuce and tomato and a smear of garlic aioli. I slump back. There’s even a slice of pepper jack cheese. How does he know about this? Maybe he overheard me placing an order on the phone. I stare at his closed door, my chest tightening with gratitude and frustration. He doesn’t make it easy to hate him.

He’s a billionaire, a pain in the ass, and a complete enigma. But every so often, he shows he has a heart, and that’s what makes it so damn hard to walk away.

 


Chapter 2

 

JETT

 

“Daddy! I love you!” Brooke squeals, throwing her arms around me the moment she spots the cookie cutter set. Her tiny hands clutch the pack like it’s treasure, and her face lights up in pure joy.

“I love you too, sprout.” Scooping her up, I pepper kisses all over her face. Her ensuing giggles, high-pitched and full of wonder, make my chest ache. Such a simple thing, a pack of cookie cutters, and yet it transforms her whole world.

Sometimes, I envy her. Childlike wonder and innocence are such delicate things. Ephemeral. She can find happiness in the little things, but I can’t remember the last time I felt joy like that. I find that life, with money, power, deals, and endless expectations, grinds me down. But seeing Brooke like this reminds me of what matters.

I came home early, thanks to Cari’s not-so-subtle reminder that I’d promised to bake cookies with Brooke. Apparently, I mentioned this to her weeks ago, though I have no memory of it.

Cari’s good at knowing what I need before I realize it myself. I don’t say it enough, but I’m lucky to have her. My brothers, Dex and Zach,  would kill to have someone half as competent in their corner.

Brooke wiggles out of my arms and dives into the cookie cutters. “Can I do the stars first?”

“Stars? Absolutely.” I watch as she lines them up like a tiny professional.

We’re baking cookies for her school’s Friday activity. Christmas-themed, nut-free, allergy-safe. The whole nine yards. Thank God Anna got me a mix, because I wouldn’t know where to start otherwise. It’s easy enough to follow the instructions. In no time at all we’ve added the chocolate chips and rolled out the dough. Brooke watches every move I make like it’s magic.

This is so much fun. I cherish the time I spend with my little girl, but I don’t do this enough—really be with her. She’s four now, but every day I see her growing older, slipping through my fingers. Sometimes, when I look at her dark blue eyes and that riot of dark curls, I see Sophia. My wife.

Sophia was stunning, inside and out. The kind of beauty that made people stop and stare, but her heart was even bigger. When we lost her a few years ago, it broke something in me.

“Can I cut them out now?” Brooke’s voice breaks my thoughts.

“Yes, sprout. Go for it.”

She grabs a star-shaped cutter and presses it into the dough with fierce concentration. Her tiny tongue sticks out, her whole face a mask of determination.

“Great job, sprout. You’re a natural. Do you think I could try one?” I tease, holding up a Christmas tree cutter.

“No, Daddy. You just watch. Let me do it.”

I chuckle. She sounds so much older than four sometimes.

One by one, she works through the shapes, stars, snowmen, candy canes, bells. It suddenly reminds me of something I need to tell her. “Eden’s mommy and daddy are having a Christmas party at the toy shop. Do you remember? We went last year.”

Her head snaps up, and she has flour streaks across her cheek. “The one with the big Christmas tree?”

“That’s the one. And Santa came with his reindeer. Remember?” Trust Tobias Stone to host a children’s party with real reindeer.

Her eyes widen and she nods vigorously. “Can we go?”

“Yes of course we can. They invited us.”

Tobias Stone and his wife, Savannah, have become good friends in recent years. I got to know him when his twins were born. Their daughter, Eden, is in Brooke’s class. Apparently Tobias started these events many years ago, way before I got to know him. These annual Christmas parties take place in one of the biggest toy shops on Fifth Avenue. They open it up to all the adoption agencies for children. It’s a grand Christmas party for kids, complete with real reindeer, presents, and enough sugar to fuel Manhattan. Later in the evening, it morphs into an elegant soirée for adults.

I heard he did it because of his own traumatic past. He didn’t like Christmas then, and it was a way for him to do something nice for other children to help him get through the festive season which at that time was torture for him. 

“Eden’s house is so fun,” Brooke says as she carefully presses out a snowman cookie.

“Yeah?”

“Anna took me on a play date and me and Eden had lots of fun.”

“We need to get Eden over to our place, so you can both have fun here. I must remind Anna.” I take the snowman from her and place it on the baking tray. She looks at me, dark blue eyes intense and shining. God, this little girl is so gorgeous. She’s going to break so many hearts when she’s older.

“Eden’s mommy was there and her daddy and she has three brothers, Jacob, Sam and Lewis.”

She pauses, and I’m not sure what she wants me to say.

“That’s nice, sprout,” I reply, even though her words tug at something inside me.

“She’s never alone, Daddy. Eden always has someone to play with. Her Mommy helped us bake cupcakes.”

“Uh-huh.” I carefully place the next cookie that Brooke has cut out, and spend more time than is necessary arranging it on the baking tray. I can feel the weight of my daughter’s stare. 

“She’s so nice, Daddy.”

“Ah ... I expect she is, angel.”

She’s starting to notice.

She’s starting to ask questions. It’s not just that she goes to other people’s houses and parties and sees things. Where other children might notice the birthday cakes and pinatas and decorations, Brooke looks and sees what we don’t have; a mom, siblings, a bigger family.

“I wish I had a mommy to bake cupcakes with.”

I freeze, my hands hovering over the tray. Her voice is too soft, too full of longing. I look at my daughter, her dark blue eyes staring up at me, so full of innocence and questions she doesn’t know how to ask yet. She deserves more. She deserves someone who bakes cupcakes and makes birthday decorations. Someone who isn’t me fumbling through cookie dough. Deep down, the reason I’m so reluctant to introduce Brooke to the women I date is because I can’t have my little girl getting hurt if it doesn’t work out. Brooke’s tender heart is searching for a mommy. She’s too fragile and so young. I can’t raise her hopes, especially when most of the women I meet don’t have a maternal bone in them. Besides, I’m not searching for a mommy for Brooke. For me it’s about hot sex and companionship. That’s all. 

“But aren’t we having fun?” I say, wishing I could come up with something better. 

She nods but doesn’t say anything, and I know there is an emptiness in her heart. I wanted to protect her from this, but Brooke seems wiser than her years and she’s growing up so fast. I’m not ready for it. 

“We can bake cupcakes next week,” I suggest. I don’t know what to say to her, and it kills me that she looks so somber. I wish I could fix this for her. I wish I could deal with heartache and heartbreak as easily as I deal with contracts and financial projections. 

The smile she gives me tugs at my heart. “You promise me, Daddy?”

I swallow the lump in my throat. “I promise.” I’ll have to put it in my diary so I remember. Between my work and my father’s demands to constantly make more money, as if the billions we have aren’t enough, I don’t give my little girl the time she deserves. 

Now she’s becoming astute. Looking at the family set up in her friend’s homes, and comparing it with ours, I feel like I’m lacking already. 

“Ready for the oven, sprout?”

She nods eagerly, and I carefully place the tray in the stainless steel six-burner oven. The truth I’ve been avoiding presses down on me like a block of iron. I’m trying, but it’s not enough. And if I’m not careful, I’ll turn into my father; a man who never had a paternal bone in his body, and never gave us the time we deserved. A man who shattered everything we loved.

I stare helplessly at the oven which is something I don’t use much. It probably belongs in the kitchen of a Michelin-starred restaurant, and is wasted here. I have no idea about the settings, but I know someone who can help. 

“Anna!”

 


Chapter 3 

 

CARI

 

I leave the office only forty minutes later than usual, which counts as a small miracle given the mountain of tasks Jett threw at me today. Tomorrow, I know he’ll have another list waiting, and the cycle will repeat.

Normally, I can handle it. I’ve always been good at my job. Efficient and quick and almost always a step ahead. But lately, focus has been harder to come by. My mom’s illness weighs on me constantly, like a storm cloud hovering over every thought, every action.

The memory of the day of her diagnosis is sharp and vivid, like it happened yesterday. Just over a year ago, she came home from the hospital after weeks of bloating and exhaustion that she’d brushed off as stress-related. I’m so grateful for this job, for being able to add my mom to the great health insurance that made it possible for her to go to Mount Sinai Hospital. I’ll never forget the way she sat me down, took my hands in hers, and said the words that split my world in two: late-stage ovarian cancer.

Even now, I can feel the shock rippling through me. Her smile faltered only for a second before she hugged me, whispering, we’ll get through this. It’s going to be fine.

I wanted so badly to believe her. But the surgery didn’t remove enough of the tumor, and four months of chemo left her weak and barely responsive. It wasn’t until a month ago, when she was accepted into a clinical trial, that hope began to flicker again.

It’s expensive, and the extra medication she needs costs more than I’d make in a year. I was sure they’d added a couple of extra zeroes to the figure. This particular trial was exclusive and in its early recruitment phases. I begged the powers that be to allow my mom to participate. The doctor must have relented, likely influenced by my breakdown. I was in hysterics, falling to pieces over the phone as I pleaded with him. 

Jett might have overheard my frantic calls, but if he did, he never said a word. He just let me work through it, and never complained about the time I took for personal matters.

For all of his arrogance, he was kind about it.

I was desperate enough to think I’d sell my soul if it meant saving her.

And then, somehow, it all worked out.

The trial was covered, and my mom was enrolled within days. I have no idea how it happened. Maybe my desperate pleas softened someone’s heart. Maybe someone upstairs decided to throw us a bone. 

Now, as I step off the subway and make my way to my mom’s apartment, I hold onto that fragile hope. She’s going to get better. She has to get better.

The old apartment still feels like home, even though I moved out well before Mom’s diagnosis. Back then, it was me, Mom, and Aunt Scarlett. We were a chaotic but close-knit trio. I never knew my dad. He left when I was four months old, and Mom raised me on her own. Aunt Scarlett came and went as she pleased, her wild, nomadic life fitting seamlessly into our family dynamic. She’s a lot younger than my mom. She’s free-spirited, and doesn’t like being tethered down in any way, although she’s got a hot new boyfriend who’s a few years younger than her. She met him while working as a freelance photographer, so now they travel around a lot together. 

Now, it’s just Mom and Aunt Scarlett together in the apartment since I moved out. But with mom’s illness, I wish more than ever that I hadn’t left. Mom used to work as an office administrator for a legal firm but she had to give up her job because she was so ill. When she had chemo she was throwing up a lot and constantly feeling weak and tired. 

Aunt Scarlett stepped in and is taking some time off of work and travel to be there for my mom. I appreciate her so much. Between us we make sure mom is taken care of, and we hold one another up when mom is sleeping, which is when our worries creep in like cockroaches, jarring our lives, scaring us to death. 

What if mom doesn’t get better? It’s always there, a niggling, tiny seed of doubt, its tendrils snaking through my mind. 

But I always shut it down.

I often tell mom that I’d like to move back in, and I’m sure Eliana will find another roommate, but my mom doesn’t want that. She’s glad I moved out, and she encourages me to enjoy myself and have fun. 

I sometimes feel like Aunt Scarlett and my mom are in cahoots and they don’t always tell me everything. I sense that they don’t want to burden me with my mom’s illness. 

But she’s my mom. She’s my everything, and she’s the only parent I have. She means the world to me. She had an infusion yesterday and it makes her feel weak, which I’m told is normal. I can’t wait for this to be over with, for the treatment to work and my mom to be well again.

I’m on my way to see my mom now, even though I’m meant to be meeting my friends, Eliana and Bianca, for drinks tonight. Eliana and I have a small place we rent together, and Bianca lives with her boyfriend. 

The three of us are supposed to be going away for a long weekend soon, along with our boyfriends. We’ve booked a nice, cozy cabin and are planning to go snowshoeing or hiking, visit the Christmas markets, and snuggle up by the fireplace with hot toddies and wine while playing board games and binge-watching Netflix. I was looking forward to it. I needed a break, something to take my mind off things, something that would give me time and space to breathe.

I asked to meet up with them tonight, but now I wish I’d canceled. The thing is, I’ve got something important to tell them. Something that impacts our weekend away. Or rather, my weekend. I pull out my phone and send a text.

 

Sorry, can’t meet tonight. Can we move to tomorrow?

 

I want to tell them I can’t come with them because I broke up with Rory. Ever since my mom got ill, he hasn’t been there for me when I so badly needed support. Love isn’t supposed to be like that. You’re meant to lean on each other even harder in times of need. Rory isn’t who I thought he was, so I ended things. To my surprise, he took it better than expected and I’m too exhausted to be heartbroken over it. My nerves are frayed, and my attention is fragmented. With the uncertainty of the coming months, it’s all become too much. 

When I step inside the apartment, the familiar smell of Aunt Scarlett’s cooking greets me. But the sight of my mom, frail and pale in her chair, breaks my heart.

“Mom!” I rush over, stopping myself just short of hugging her too tightly. Instead, I rest my hands on the arms of her chair and lean in to kiss her cheek.

Her voice is soft but warm. “Hi, sweetheart. How was work?”

I sink to the floor beside her chair. “Busy, as usual. Jett has me running around like crazy and doing a million things.”

She smiles faintly. “Still working you hard, is he?”

I nod, brushing my hand over hers. Her fingers feel thinner than I remember. Her eyes look more sunken. “He brought me lunch, though. From my favorite deli.”

“The one with the pastrami sandwiches?” Aunt Scarlett chimes in, walking into the room with her ever-present energy.

“That’s the one,” I say, grinning. “Sorry I didn’t save you any.”

Aunt Scarlett waves it off, but Mom’s gaze softens. “That was thoughtful of him.” Her voice is tinged with something I can’t quite name.

“He’s still my boss. Mom! Don’t turn this into a he’s secretly a good guy thing.” She seems to think Jett Knight is a knight in shining armor, even when I’ve told her how arrogant he can be, and demanding, and impatient. She always reminds me of the bonuses he’s given me, the pay raises, and how, lately, he’s been so accommodating regarding her illness. He often tells me to take time off without marking it as a vacation day, especially when I need to leave early or go in late due to hospital appointments. 

“He might be,” she says simply, but there’s a knowing glint in her tired eyes.

Aunt Scarlett snorts. “Men like him don’t do thoughtful without a reason.”

“Thank you,” I say, relieved someone sees it my way. 

But Mom just smiles again, her gaze drifting somewhere far away.

A soft knock at the door pulls us from the moment. Aunt Scarlett rises to answer it, and I glance at my phone. No texts from my friends. 

Aunt Scarlett returns with them in tow. “Surprise!” she announces.

“But I cancelled!” I exclaim.

“We thought you might,” Aunt Scarlett says with a grin. The girls are already bounding in, hugging me and fussing over my mom. 

“I don’t want you changing your plans on account of me,” mom says. 

“You’ve just had an IV transfusion,” I protest.

“Life has to go on, Cari.” My mom’s voice is soft and thoughtful, but I feel like there’s a message in there somewhere. Like she’s trying to prepare me for the worst, which I won’t accept. No way. 

Eliana shrugs, her chestnut brown curls fall over her shoulders like a cape. “Aunt Scarlett called and said you needed some fun. We’re going out.” It’s funny how my friends have taken to calling her Aunt Scarlett, too. 

They all conspired behind my back. Somehow, I am not surprised. 

The girls’ chatter fills the room, lightening the mood. Bianca plops onto the couch, raking her hand through her short blue hair, and my gaze takes in the butterfly tattoo on her wrist. Eliana perches beside her and I watch them with my mom, grateful for their warmth. But when the time comes to leave with them and go out for dinner, I hesitate.

“Go,” Mom says firmly, squeezing my hand. 

“But you made dinner,” I wail to Aunt Scarlett, not wanting to miss a meal with my mom, for some strange reason. “Why don’t we all have dinner here?” I suggest.

My mom doesn’t go out much. She’s conscious of her fragility, and she’s not thrilled by her thinning hair or sallow skin. She also doesn’t have the energy to do much, but I’m hopeful that after a few months, her treatment will be successful and we can all go back to how things were before. 

“I’d rather you go out with your friends, honey,” my mom says.

“No, Mom, I want to stay with you.”

“No, sweetheart, I’m don’t want to be a burden.”

I press her hand gently. “You’re not a burden to me, Mom, you’re not well.”

Aunt Scarlett places her hands on my shoulders. “Your mom is in good hands. Go out, have drinks, talk.”

My friends are already getting ready to leave. “Nice seeing you, Laura,” they say to my mom. 

“I really don’t want to leave you, mom.”

My mom starts to say something, then coughs, and I hold my breath. She clasps her hand to her chest, then it takes a while. “Please go out, Cari. Have a nice dinner and catch up with your friends. I’m fine, sweetheart, and I’ll still be here tomorrow.”

Reluctantly, I stand. “And every day after that,” I whisper, fighting the bittersweet ache rising in my chest.

Aunt Scarlett hands me my coat. “We made tacos. I’ll save you some for tomorrow.”

I kiss them both and leave, my heart heavy but full. They don’t know about Rory yet. I expect my mom will be upset to learn that I broke up with him. She’s worried about me being alone and thinks I need someone to get through this with. This being her illness. And someone being Rory. 

But I don’t need someone who doesn’t care about me, or have my back. I have my group of women who I love. And they are enough.

 

 

***

 

I wait until we’ve finished our pizza and ordered dessert. 

Bianca regales us with a rundown of her day at the thrift shop she works at, and the interesting characters she often meets. Eliana is drinking lots of wine. As a freelance graphic designer, she’s often stressed about finding clients, and then doing the best job she can for them, so that they’ll call her for their next project. She’s just finished a project and is slowing down and relaxing. Probably looking forward to our long weekend away. I feel bad for the news I’m about to deliver. 

“I can’t come with you guys to the Catskills,” I blurt, setting my glass down with a clink.

Bianca pauses mid-sip of her beer, her nose ring catching the light. Eliana raises an eyebrow while clutching her wine glass. 

“You what now?” Her dark, mesmerizing eyes widening with shock. 

“I broke up with Rory.” I feel a sense of relief in telling them. They both stare, then erupt into questions and exclamations. They say all the right things, but don’t seem particularly surprised. They’re more sad that I can’t join them on the weekend away.

“I can’t say I’m surprised,” Bianca says, crossing her arms. “That guy never deserved you.”

Eliana nods. “Why didn’t you tell us sooner?”

“I didn’t want to make a big deal out of it,” I mumble. “He just … wasn’t there for me. Not with everything going on.”

“He’s always been self-centered,” Bianca says.

“I won’t miss Rory,” Eliana says, “If I’m being honest.”

“He was nice enough,” I say. “But he wasn’t enough. I needed more from him.” I broke up with him over the phone. I’d had another difficult day at the office, and Aunt Scarlett told me mom had been throwing up and could barely get out of bed. I called Rory because I needed him. I needed him to lean on, but he mumbled something about hoping my mom would get better, then said he had to go because he was running late for squash. 

“You’ve got us, babe.” Bianca sets down her spoon and clasps her hand over mine.

“Yeah, you’ve got us and you’re never getting rid of us,” Eliana chimes in. “You think Jett Knight will come in and save the day?” She winks at me. 

Bianca giggles. 

I groan as they exchange a knowing look before collapsing into laughter. “Don’t start.”

Bianca grins. “Imagine him in the Catskills. Hiking boots, campfire stories…”

“Roughing it with a knapsack,” Bianca adds. 

I roll my eyes, relieved when the server sets down our chocolate fudge brownies with ice cream. 

“Stop it,” I say, laughing despite myself. 

They love ribbing me about my silly, stupid crush on my boss, but hearing them say it out loud makes me realize just how insane it really is. They might be joking, but they’re closer to the truth than I’d like to admit.

Because for all Rory lacked, Jett Knight is no better.


Chapter 4 

 

 

JETT

 

Another goddamn Knight family dinner. 

These dinners happen way too often, about once a month, though sometimes less. That’s still too frequent.

The thought of sitting at that table, surrounded by my brothers and Paul’s scrutinizing gaze, makes my skin crawl. Five brothers, one patriarch, and a legacy none of us asked for. Add in the Half-Knights, the “secret family” we didn’t know existed until we were teenagers, and it’s a recipe for torture. 

I glance at my watch as I lean on Cari’s desk. “Is this everything?” I ask, picking up the stack of information packets she’s put together for the Vanhelm deal. I want to give my father and brothers an update on where we are with it. Now that we’re in the final stretch, it should get wrapped up pretty quickly, but because Christmas will get in the way, it likely won’t happen until the new year. 

Cari looks up from her laptop, exhaustion etched into her face. Her eyes are red, like she’s been crying. She looks as if she’s lost weight. Her skin is pale, and there are dark circles under her eyes. I step closer, feeling concerned. 

“Everything?” She seems distracted.

“C’mon, Cari. I have a lot riding on this. Family dinner night and all that.” I try to joke, to lighten the demand. Tonight is important because my father is waiting for me to mess up and I won’t give him the satisfaction. But Cari looks especially fragile, and my jaw flexes as I try to bite back my words. I can’t hurl orders at her the way I usually do. 

She sighs, rubbing her temples. “It’s all there. Everything.”

I chuckle, “Let’s hope I make it through the first sentence.”

This is going to be a hard sell, because my father, being the dinosaur that he is, has invested heavily in the fossil fuel industry. Renewable energy is going to be a hard sell, but luckily Dex is on my side. This sector is within his domain, but mergers and acquisitions are my realm of expertise. Although this company and its growth is exciting, this is new territory for me and I have the added complication that my father further hates this deal because I’m opting for collaboration, while my father would have gone for a hostile takeover. 

“Let’s hope you do. I’m sending you my thoughts and prayers.” 

Cari knows me well. She knows how much I hate these evenings. How much we all do. Except for our father. He thrives on putting us all together and seeing how we do. And he likes hearing about deals and more money. As if he needs more of either. 

“Tough day?” I ask her. She looks defeated. 

She hesitates, then nods. “My mom’s been throwing up again. It’s from the last infusion,” she adds quickly, like she needs to justify it.

I sit on the corner of her desk, the usual barriers between us slipping. “How’s she holding up otherwise?”

Cari shrugs, her voice brittle. “Hopeful. She’s trying to stay positive, and so am I.”

I nod, unsure what to say. I’m not exactly great at comforting people, but I want to say something that helps. “Clinical trials are groundbreaking, and we’re so lucky that she’s on one.”

Her lips twitch, almost like a smile. “Yeah. It’s our best chance.”

“Then hold onto that,” I say softly.

She looks at me for a moment, and I wonder if I’ve said the wrong thing. Then her eyes shift to the neatly stacked thick envelopes on her desk. “Seven copies,” she says. 

I push off her desk, straightening my suit. “Thanks for staying late. I owe you one.”

She waves me off, but I make a mental note to give her another bonus. Christmas is coming, and I know how tight things must be for her right now.

 

***

 

The penthouse is quiet when I arrive, the massive space dimly lit and pristine, like always. The housekeeper lets me in, guiding me into the dining room, her polite nod betraying no emotion.

This place, my father’s home, feels like a museum. Cold, elegant, and utterly devoid of warmth.

I pour myself a whiskey and sit on one of the sleek leather couches. It doesn’t take long for the others to arrive. 

Dex is the first, striding in with his usual confidence, his tailored suit immaculate. He should wear it more, though he seems to be more comfortable in jeans and a T-shirt. But this is a family dinner night and no one turns up casually dressed. He’s smooth, sharp, and magnetic, the kind of guy who makes heads turn when he enters a room.

“Jett,” he says, pouring himself a drink.

“Dex.”

Zach is next, arriving with Rio and Matteo, the older two of the Half-Knights. Seeing them together still feels strange, even now. We didn’t know about them until we were into our teens, when a whole new family was introduced to us.

We’ve never even seen their mother, but they have one. They have something we don’t, and I envy them.

Rio is charming and easygoing, always quick with a joke. Matteo? Not so much. He’s tense, his dislike for the rest of us written all over his face. Enzo is oddly missing. 

“Nice timing,” I say, raising an eyebrow.

Zach smirks, running a hand through his tousled hair. “What can I say? We bumped into each other downstairs.”

“And Enzo?” I ask.

“Away on business,” Rio says with a shrug.

We pour drinks, and the room fills with the usual tension. It’s like we’re all waiting for Paul to make his entrance, the air charged with unspoken grievances and carefully hidden resentments.

When he finally appears, it’s with his usual flair. A commanding presence in a tailored suit, his silver hair perfectly combed, and cold grey eyes, Paul Knight doesn’t walk; he owns every room he steps into.

“Gentlemen.” His voice is smooth and authoritative. “Let’s sit.”

“No time for pleasantries?” Dex asks. “Are we cutting straight to the business part of the evening?” 

“Jett wants to give us on update on the merger with Vanhelm. It might take a while.” 

Paul moves to the dining table, an expansive piece of polished wood that feels more like a boardroom than a place to share a meal. The table is set with precision, every detail flawless. He takes his seat at the head of the table, and I can tell from that comment that he’s already prepared for a fight. He doesn’t like what I’ll be proposing. The fossil fuel man.  

We join him at the table. 

“These are the latest projections and the most recent contract revisions.” I hand out the packets of information that Cari prepared. “Look through them and let me have your thoughts. I see no reason why this won’t go ahead. This is a great deal for us. Vanhelm are highly selective about partnerships and—”

My father interrupts. “You should have outright acquired it. You’re showing weakness by merging. We’re a global powerhouse—” 

“You and I differ. I choose collaboration over dominance.”

My father snorts. 

“Vanhelm Enterprises isn’t just any company. It’s a trailblazer in its niche, with cutting-edge technology, proprietary research and exclusive government contracts. This makes them a highly desirable partner, not a target for acquisit—” 

“You’re making a mistake. You look weak,” Paul cuts in.

“Give him a chance.” Dex looks pissed. 

I take a few calming breaths. “Just because a shark can swallow a dolphin whole doesn’t mean it should. Sometimes, the smart play is to swim alongside it and hunt together.” I look him squarely in the eye before continuing. “I am proud that this is going ahead, and I expect it to be completed by early Jan. It would have wrapped up sooner but with Christmas on the way, it’ll be tight.” 

My father swirls the whiskey around in his glass. “Renewable energy is a fad.”

I clench my teeth. “So you keep saying. This deal, when finalized, will be highly lucrative for both parties.” 

“It’s a vanity project for billionaires wanting to buy good press.”

I resist the urge to loosen my tie. “For some, maybe. I’m committed to this company and this deal and I’m not doing it for your reasons,” I retort. 

My father’s brow furrows. “What’s the point in doing anything if you’re not going to maximize profits and minimize risks?”

“We will maximize profits and minimize risks because we’re merging with  a  company who already does this exceedingly well. We’re tapping into their knowledge and expertise.”

“Absolutely, we are,” Dex pipes up. “Jett has a point. Renewable energy is the way forward.”

“Definitely,” Zach adds. “This is the way things are going, and it’s a good thing. We need to step away from traditional energy industries.”

“I agree,” says Rio, clasping his hands together and assuming a deep-in-thought business pose. “Focusing on renewables is the way forward. We’re not ditching gas and coal completely; we’re just exploring other avenues.”

Matteo is silent. As is my father. 

I’m immensely proud of this deal, which I’ve been working on for months. “The deal will go through, barring any last-minute hiccups,” I insist. 

“It’s coming up on Christmas,” my father says, dryly. “I wouldn’t get too excited.”

“If it takes longer, so be it. That’s why I have given you the important  information.” I nod at the package each one of them has. “Read through it and let me know if you have any questions. I’ll call a meeting next week so we can discuss.”

I notice that everyone has opened their envelopes and are starting to flip through the information packets. Everyone except Paul Knight. He sits there, drinking whiskey like it’s an act of rebellion. 

The prick. 

“Pierre. Start serving entrees,” he orders.

As the courses begin to arrive, the conversation shifts to the rest of my brothers. My father nods, his sharp eyes flick to the Italian brothers. “What about the European expansion? Have you made any progress?”

Rio leans back, his expression casual. “We’re exploring opportunities. Nothing concrete yet.”

Matteo scoffs. “Nothing worth pursuing, you mean.”

The tension spikes, but Dex jumps in smoothly. “I’ve heard good things about the luxury hotel market in Switzerland. It’s worth looking into.”

“What do you think, Jett?” my father asks, his gaze piercing. It’s odd that he’s asking me. I did my piece. 

I sip my whiskey before answering. “Diversification is smart, but the risk needs to be calculated. We can’t afford to overextend, especially given the current market volatility.”

My father nods approvingly, but I can feel Matteo’s glare.

“You’re all so focused on the numbers,” Matteo mutters. “What about the people? The employees? The communities you disrupt with these deals?”

“Since when do you care about that?” Dex retorts, his tone light but cutting.

“I care about not turning into him,” Matteo says, jerking his head toward my father.

The table falls silent, and Matteo’s words hang in the air like the Sword of Damocles. It’s only a matter of time before my father will say something to cut him down. 

“This is good,” Zach makes a noise like he’s enjoying the food. It’s not bad, even I can admit that. Trust our baby brother to try to humor our father, but the  beef carpaccio with truffle oil, shaved parmesan and microgreens are pretty damn good, as always. 

The conversation continues, but the undercurrent of tension remains in the air. By the time dessert is served, I’m counting down the minutes until I can leave.

The Knight family dinners are never just a meal. They’re more like a game. Strategic, calculated and exhausting. 

I sip my whiskey, watching my brothers and father navigate the chessboard of life on which we’re all just mere pieces. There are times when I wish ours was a warm, nurturing, and jovial family, for Brooke’s sake, more than anything. But looking around the table, my little girl is safer being kept away from this. 

The Knights make Game of Thrones look like a game of musical chairs. 

 


Chapter 5 

 

 

CARI

 

I brace myself. Any moment now, Jett will walk in, dressed not in a tux but in his impeccable black suit, the kind that screams power and wealth. The one reserved for fancy black tie occasions. 

Tobias Stone’s Christmas party is a highlight of the season, for the adoption centers, and the children waiting to find a home. It always takes place in the late afternoon. 

Last year Jett came to the office with little Brooke in his arms. He was the perfect picture of a doting father; the gorgeous, debonair, charming billionaire carrying his little girl. Brooke, for her part, looked like a fairy in her sparkly silver dress and I fell even more in love with her. I still don’t know what happened to her mom, and sometimes I find myself thinking about Brooke, and wondering if she has questions about it. 

I can’t remember if Jett was single at the time. He’s had so many girlfriends while I’ve been here, that I lose track of who was around when. This year, he’s gone home to get ready with Brooke, but he mumbled something about having to stop by here to sign some paperwork. 

No doubt torturing me with the sight of him dressed like that.

I focus on filing, typing meeting minutes, and updating schedules; anything to keep busy. I’d call this “just another day” if it didn’t involve me slowly unraveling every time he’s near.

I called Aunt Scarlett earlier and she said my mom was tired but otherwise in good spirits. She’s eating properly, and keeping it down. Not throwing up. It always happens after an infusion, but she seems to be getting her energy back. 

I can’t wait for next year. 

Next year, all of this will be behind us, and I can move on. It feels like my life is in a state of limbo. 

But it will get better. 

It will. 

Childish laughter echoes down the hallway. My heart skips as Brooke barrels in, clutching her beloved, tattered elephant, which she drops as soon as she sees me. 

“Hey, sweetie!” I scoop her up into the air. I can’t remember when it started. One day she came into this office and came running towards me.  It was the most natural thing to do, to lift her up. I haven’t even told Eliana or Bianca about it because they’d only laugh at me and tell me off for getting too carried away with my daydreams.

I’ve seen this little girl grow up before my eyes and we have an indescribable bond. 

I set her down gently, marveling at how she’s grown. From the moment I started working for Jett, I’ve watched her go from a cute  toddler to this beautiful little girl who lights up every room.

“You look gorgeous!” I say.

“Thanks! We’re going to a party.”

“I heard.”

Anna, Brooke’s nanny, walks in and we exchange polite smiles. Just as I’m about to say something, Jett strides through the door.

And suddenly, time slows down. 

His dark hair is slicked back with just enough wave to soften the sharp lines of his face, his electric-blue eyes cutting through the room like a spotlight. The suit hugs him like tailored perfection, showing off his broad shoulders and lean frame in ways that make my thoughts scatter. He’s the kind of man who makes everyone else look like a poorly rendered sketch. 

It’s insane. 

“Video conference with my father,” he mutters, already disappearing into his office.

“Can I pop to the restroom?” Anna asks. “Didn’t even have time to put my lipstick on. Jett rushed us out. “

“Go ahead. You know where it is.”

Of course, he rushed them. The man probably booked a conference call with his father right before a party for orphans. Classic Jett.

“Are you coming?” Brooke asks, her big, hopeful eyes nearly undoing me.

“Oh sweetie, no. I have to work.” I dig into my drawer. “I got you something.” I pull out the elephant coloring book. It was hard to find, and I ended up getting it online from a niche supplier because it’s not easy getting a children’s coloring book that is only filled with elephants. “I thought you might like this.”

Brooke’s giggle is pure magic, and it bubbles with joy. She throws her tiny arms around me.

“Oh, sweetie.” I’m taken aback. Brooke and I are close, even though I see her infrequently. I’m glad Anna isn’t here, because I don’t sense the same bond between Brooke and her nanny. “What was that for?”

“I love you,” she says, matter-of-factly, as if it’s the most normal thing in the world.

Her words catch me off guard. “I ... love you too,” I manage, my voice soft. She’s just a little girl, but she means more to me than she should. Ever since Mom got sick, I’ve been thinking too much about what it meant for a child like Brooke to lose her mother. A child who was barely one year old at the time. 

Anna returns, and we chat briefly while Brooke makes herself at home in my chair, happily coloring. I pick up her battered elephant from the floor.

“Is Elephant going with you?” 

“He goes everywhere.”

“Just don’t lose him, okay?”

“I’ll hold on to him for you,” Anna says, taking the toy from me.  

“Make sure she doesn’t lose him.” I fear that Brooke will get separation anxiety if she ever loses her cuddly toy, but I realize I’m overstepping my mark. Anna’s the nanny, not me, but the thought of Brooke not having her comfort toy twists something in me.

“You didn’t go to this party last year, right?” I ask Anna.

“Nope. I wasn’t here then.”

I nod, remembering the revolving door of nannies. Brooke gets a new one every year, or so it seems. It’s no wonder the poor kid clings to her stuffed elephant. I glance toward Jett’s office. I only deal with him during business hours, and that’s hard enough. Anna has him twenty-four seven. How does she survive?

My stupid crush doesn’t help. Every time he walks in wearing one of those suits, looking like a dream I shouldn’t dare have, my heart races. It’s embarrassing. Unhealthy. I wonder if anyone’s noticed. Probably not. It’s not love, it’s just ... a little obsession.

“I hear it’s meant to be a lavish occasion.”

“I’m going for the free drinks and food,” Anna says.

“You’ll have fun,” I tell her, then loudly, in Brooke’s direction, “I hear there are reindeer there this year.”

“There were reindeer there last year,” Brooke says, as if its normal.

Jett reappears, phone glued to his ear. “Are we ready?” he asks, briefly pulling the phone away.

Anna nods. “Come on, Brooke. Time to go.”

“Do what you want,” Jett snaps into the phone, presumably at Dina. “If you don’t want to come to the kids’ party, join us later at the hotel.” From the sound of it, she’s not keen.

I kneel beside Brooke. “Do you want to take the coloring book with you?”

“May I?”

“You may.” I tap her nose, smiling as she clutches her toy and coloring book.

My ears are on high alert, rather like a doberman’s. It’s wrong to eavesdrop, but I can’t help it. 

We stand there in silence, waiting for Jett to finish his conversation. 

“Come if you want to, or don’t if you don’t want to.” He presses the button to end the call. “Ready, sprout?” Jett holds out his hand. The sight of them, father and daughter, so effortlessly bonded, stirs something inside me. My chest tightens, and goosebumps prickle my skin.

“Yes!” Brooke beams.

“Have fun sweetie,” I say. 

“Can’t you come?” Brooke pleads again.

I feel bad that she’s asking me, especially in front of Anna. 

“I have too much work to do.” But that’s just a weak excuse. I can’t just tag along. There’s no reason for me to be there, and I’ve not been invited. 

“You should come,” Jett says, his voice softer than usual. He slides his phone into his pocket, his gaze locking on mine. “Take some time off. Have some fun.”

I blink at him, startled. “Are you talking to me?”

“Yes, I’m talking to you. The work can wait,” he insists. “It’s been a rough week.”

He knows. Of course, he knows. I’ve been on edge, worried about Mom’s IV treatment and Aunt Scarlett has been worried about the rent. I used to contribute when I lived there, but with Mom having to stop working since she got ill, and everything else in between, it’s been difficult lately.  

It’s unnerving how much he notices.

“Bring anyone,” he adds. “Your plus one, friends, whoever. You’re welcome.”

Anna shifts uncomfortably. Jett glances at her. “You’ll probably need to take Brooke home after the kids’ party.”

I hesitate. “Okay. Maybe. Later, once I’ve finished for the day.”

After they leave, I text Eliana and Bianca: 

 

Billionaire’s Christmas party. Free drinks. You in?

 

I already know their answer.


Chapter 6 

 

JETT

 

The children’s Christmas party is in full swing. Tobias and Savannah Stone know how to create magic. They’ve transformed this massive toy store into a winter wonderland. 

The entire floor is decorated like something out of a Christmas movie, every inch drenched in twinkling lights and festive cheer. Real reindeer munch on hay in one corner, surrounded by barriers to keep eager kids from doing anything wild. Santa holds court near a glittering sleigh, and elves buzz around, handing out candy and smiles. It’s pure joy.

Brooke looks around in utter amazement, and when she sees her friend, Eden, the happiness she exudes will be a memory imprinted on my brain forever. They giggle when they see one another, then hold hands. 

“Daddy, can I go play?” Big shiny eyes look up at me. 

“Hey, Eden.” I nod in acknowledgement at Brooke’s friend. She gives me a shy smile. “Yes, you may go and play,” I tell my precious angel. They rush off, with Anna in tow, and I mill around, soaking in the festive cheer. There’s a lot of noise. Happiness, laughter, chattering. If ever there was a child’s paradise, this is it. 

“Jett, so lovely to see you,” says Savannah gliding over, the perfect hostess.

“Hey, Savannah. Great to be here.” We greet one another warmly. “Is it me, or have you guys made this even more spectacular than last year?”

She laughs, and waves her hand dismissively. “We let Jacob help with the planning, and he went overboard. It’s lovely, isn’t it? The children look so excited.”

I nod in agreement. “Spectacular doesn’t do this justice.”

“Thank you.”

“This is a small child’s dream. I don’t even know where Brooke has gone.” But I’m not worried because Anna will be close by. 

“She’s probably with Eden,” Savannah says. 

“Those two are inseparable.” 

“I’m glad. Eden absolutely loves Brooke.”

“The feeling is mutual, I assure you.”

 “Don’t be shy, Jett. Help yourself to the canapes. We’ll serve drinks later at the adult party.”

“I’ll grab something in a bit.” I flash a polite smile. She nods and moves on, talking to a server, her presence magnetic. Earlier, she was kneeling on the floor with the kids, chatting with them like they were the only ones in the room. Now she’s circling back to make sure every adult has what they need. Tobias married well.

Savannah returns to my side. “Sorry about that. I just needed to make sure the pinatas were set up.”

“Pinatas too?”

“There’s a chocolate fountain coming out later.” She puts a finger to her lips. “We’ll keep that quiet for now.”

 “This is incredible, Savannah,” I say, gesturing to the transformed toy shop floor. “What you and Tobias do here is really something.”

“Thank you.” Her smile is warm but modest, as if this level of generosity is just another average day for her. 

“And thank you for the play date the other day, for having Brooke over. She and Eden are inseparable.”

“They just love one another, don’t they?” She clasps her hands together. We watch the duo over by the reindeer. “It can get a little lonely for Eden sometimes, at home.”

“Oh?” This surprises me. 

“With Jacob, Samuel, and Lewis, she feels outnumbered. She keeps on asking for a sister.” 

“Wow. Tall order.”

“You know Tobias, what Eden wants, Eden gets. I love having a big family so—” She stops mid-sentence and places a hand on my arm. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize. It’s not necessary.” I don’t want her to feel bad for me. “We’ll have to get Eden over,” I say, changing topic. “It’s just not easy, sometimes. I’m away a lot, and I’d rather be in the country when she has friends over.”

Savannah’s expression softens. “I know. I understand.”

She doesn’t need me to spell it out. Being a single dad with a demanding career isn’t exactly a walk in the park. I glance toward Brooke and Eden, who are still holding hands as they make their way through the room. “They are inseparable.”

Savannah follows my gaze and laughs softly. “Are they working the room?”

“Who knows? But for four-year-olds, they’re doing a pretty good job of it.” The two of them are a perfect embodiment of childhood mischief, their laughter trailing







































































OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
BOX S

| p—

.
(]

_____

o
s |

i
|\

Sabidh B

4SRRI
T iEsEs B BB %

PREQUEL & BOOKS 1-3

KNIGHT

.
Ky,

'HE :
DARKEST

LILY ZANTE

LILY ZANTE

LILY ZANTE

RTO

— Ky —
LILY ZANTE

LILY ZANTE





