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      In the shadowy world of the Hearts of Stone Syndicate, where loyalty is currency and betrayal is fatal, two fiery souls collide.

      Shelby Boyle, the fearless ex-Marine turned mafia enforcer, thrives on the adrenaline of his dangerous life. But as blood feuds tear the Syndicate apart, he begins to question if the cost of loyalty is too high. Enter Serena DiLorenzo, the stunningly fierce daughter of the Italian mafia boss. Determined to break free from her father’s iron grip, Serena has been secretly plotting her own rise to power. When a brutal conflict pits their families against each other, Shelby and Serena are forced into an uneasy alliance to broker peace—or risk annihilation.

      Passions ignite as Shelby and Serena find themselves drawn to each other, their chemistry undeniable and their secrets deadly. But the reemergence of Dracul, the shadowy puppet master threatening the Syndicate’s very existence, forces them to confront a greater enemy. As their families’ empires crumble under Dracul’s assault, Shelby and Serena must set aside their differences to save everything they hold dear—even if it means risking their own hearts in the process.

      As danger closes in, they’ll not only rebuild what’s been lost but forge a new legacy of power and passion that could rival even the darkest hearts.
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          SHELBY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Russia - Two Weeks Ago

      

      

      The warehouse smells like rust and something else that makes my skin crawl, even before we breach the door.

      Nikolai moves with the precision of a man who’s done this a thousand times. His team of Bratva operatives fans out around the perimeter, weapons ready, expressions blank. They’re professionals. Efficient. Cold.

      I follow half a step behind, rifle raised, breathing controlled. I’ve been doing this for a while now—three months of surveillance, intelligence gathering, and tonight: extraction. If the intel is good, there will be kids inside. Kids who’ve been trafficked through Dracul’s operation. After my brothers and I killed the motherfucker, sending his black soul to hell, we thought his pedophile ring would be gone.

      We were sorely wrong.

      We underestimated these sick men. We never could have fathomed the lengths to which they would go to satisfy their heinous fantasies. 

      Now these kids need saving.

      “Two teams, thirty seconds,” Nikolai whispers into comms. His accent is thick—Russian bleeding through the controlled English. “In and out. We find them, we take them, we disappear.”

      “Copy,” I respond, keeping my voice steady. My hands are steady. Everything is steady.

      It’s a lie.

      But I am very good at lying to myself.

      Nikolai nods to his breach team. They move with synchronized precision toward the loading dock. I position myself at the northeast corner, covering their six, scanning the roofline for snipers or lookouts. The night is cold and clear, stars visible above the industrial sprawl. Beautiful. Terrible.

      The warehouse door explodes inward.

      Gunfire erupts immediately—not expected, which means the intel was compromised, which means they were waiting for us.

      A child’s scream cuts through the darkness. A girl, maybe seven, running toward the light, away from danger.

      I lunge forward to grab her, but someone is screaming my name, grabbing my arm, pulling me backward. My muscles won’t obey. My eyes won’t focus. All I can see is the small figure and the approaching footsteps and…

      The shot. The impact. The child crumpling.

      “MOVE!” Nikolai’s voice slams through the comms, through the chaos. Still, I am frozen in place, watching Nikolai’s team return fire, as operatives move through the warehouse with lethal efficiency, and the nightmare repeats itself in a foreign country with the same ending.

      Two kids. Dead.

      A third child, a boy maybe ten years old, manages to slip past the gunfire and run toward the tree line. I watch him go. That’s the only mercy we’re getting tonight. At least one of them makes it out.

      The operation takes forty-two seconds to go from controlled extraction to blood-soaked failure.

      My freeze lasts maybe five seconds longer—an eternity in combat—before my body finally responds to the urgent command Nikolai’s been barking. Move. Move. MOVE.

      A bullet catches me in the shoulder as I turn, punching through muscle and bone with a searing white-hot pain that barely registers against the static in my skull.

      Nikolai surges by my side as if from thin air. He throws an arm around my waist, dragging me toward the extraction point. His second-in-command, bleeding out, worthless, frozen like a child, while kids actually died. What was I thinking? I should have known better than to volunteer for this.

      “Stay with me,” Nikolai hisses, half-carrying me now as his team provides covering fire. “We’re going home. Not Boston. Not yet. We’re going to my safe house first.”

      My vision grays at the edges. I try to focus on Nikolai’s face— determined, impossibly steady—but all I can see is the moment before the shooting started. The moment I was supposed to be ready. The moment I wasn’t.

      The extraction vehicle, a sleek black SUV, is thirty meters away. Twenty. Ten.

      We collapse into the back, Nikolai barking orders in rapid Russian. The car lurches forward, tires spinning on gravel.

      “Tourniquet,” Nikolai commands, and someone—Alexei, maybe—is cutting away my sleeve, tying off my arm, muttering curses in Russian. The pain crystallizes into something sharp and focused. Almost a relief after the static. I can manage pain. Been doing so for years now.

      “Two kids. We lost two,” I manage to whisper, my voice doesn’t sound like my own. “We were supposed to save the kids.”

      “I know,” Nikolai says. He’s giving driving directions, but his eyes find mine. His expression is unreadable. “One mistake. One of my men got jumpy. One mistake and we lost them.”

      “My fault,” I state. “I should’ve⁠—“

      “You froze,” Nikolai says, not unkindly. It’s a statement of fact. “First time that happened?”

      It’s not. I don’t answer, which is answer enough for the smart Russian.

      Nikolai’s jaw tightens. He’s quiet for a long moment, while the driver navigates the dark roads outside the city with practiced ease. Then, he says, “Three months. That’s what we gave this op. Three months of your life, your time, your focus. And it still went sideways.”

      “We got intel on the trafficking routes,” I remind him, grasping for something, anything that doesn’t feel like complete failure. “We identified four major nodes. We have locations, names⁠—“

      “We have corpses,” Nikolai interrupts quietly. “We have the blood of two children on our hands. We have you with a bullet wound, and my team rattled because they watched you freeze.”

      The words land like physical blows. Every one of them is true, though.

      “This has something to do with what happened to you in Syria, doesn’tit?” Nikolai asks.

      The question catches me off guard. “That’s not⁠—“

      “I don’t need details,” Nikolai continues, his eyes still on the road. “I need to know if this is what happens every time things go bad. If you freeze, people might die.”

      “Not every time,” I reply flatly. “But sometimes.”

      Nikolai nods slowly, as if this confirms something he’s been suspecting. The safe house comes into view—a nondescript building on the outskirts of the industrial zone. They pull into a garage and the door closes behind them, shutting out the Russian night.

      Alexei helps me inside, while Nikolai stays with the vehicle, checking to see if we’ve been followed. The safe house is sparse with a bed, medical supplies, and running water. Enough.

      Alexei patches my shoulder with efficient brutality. The bullet went clean through, missing the major arteries but tearing muscle. 

      I’ll be sore. 

      I’ll recover. 

      I’ve been lucky.

      Those kids were not.

      Nikolai finds me on the bed an hour later, watching the ceiling with the kind of blank stare that comes from emotional exhaustion.

      “I’m pulling you from the operation,” Nikolai says, pulling a chair and sitting backward on it, arms folded over the back. “You’re going home to Boston.”

      “I can still⁠—“

      “No.” Nikolai’s voice is absolute. “You can’t. Not right now. Not like this.”

      I want to argue. I’ve been trained to push through. I’ve learned to compartmentalize, to move past trauma, to keep functioning despite the ghosts. But looking at Nikolai’s stern face and steady eyes, I realize that the man in front of me knows exactly what that costs.

      “We have another six months of ops planned,” I say instead. “We’re close to finding where Dracul’s boss is hiding. We’re close⁠—“

      “Close to what?” Nikolai leans forward. “Close to finding out who ordered your mother’s death? That’s what you came here for. That’s what kept you awake every night for three months.”

      He’s right. We came to Moscow because someone higher up the chain gave the order to kill my mother.

      Not Dracul acting alone. It was someone with enough power to order a hit on Martha Boyle and keep it buried.

      I say quietly. “Before my brothers and I emptied our guns into the motherfucker, Dracul told us he wasn’t the top of the food chain. Then, you found out about the power play happening in the Bratva. After the whole fucking shit your uncle Gregor pulled off.” 

      Nikolai’s face turns red. Not embarrassment. Pure rage. “Fucking asshole.”

      “And you thought you’d find answers we needed in that warehouse.”

      He shakes his head. “The intel seemed solid.”

      “It was compromised. Someone knew we were coming.”

      “Someone with reach.” Nikolai sits back. “I will get to the bottom of this. But you’re in no condition to help me.”

      “I came here to solve my mother’s murder,” I grunt. 

      “Yeah. Instead, you froze, and kids died. That’s not closure, Shelby. That’s penance.”

      I hold his gaze for a couple of beats, unwilling to accept the truth in his words. I make a final plea, “Give me until the end of our plan. I need to see this through. For my family For myself.” 

      “Six months here will get you killed,” Nikolai interrupts. “Or worse, it’ll get my men killed because they’ll be waiting for you to freeze again instead of focusing on the mission.”

      It’s harsh but fair. I don’t argue further.

      “There’s something broken in you,” Nikolai continues, his Russian accent thickening as he speaks. “Something that happened before you came to Russia. Something that’s making you see ghosts.” He leans forward. “You need to go home and fix it.”

      I stare back at him. I’ve got a million different things going through my mind. None of them is nice enough that I can share with an important Syndicate ally such as Nikolai.

      I press my lips into a thin line and hold his gaze.

      “I’m not talking about bullet wounds,” Nikolai adds, a ghost of a smile crossing his face at my evident frustration. “I’m talking about whatever you’re running from. Whatever’s making you willing to throw your life away in a foreign warehouse chasing ghosts instead of going home to your family, your real life.”

      My jaw tightens. I don’t like being read this easily.

      “I’ve seen the way you avoid talking about home. The way you go rigid when your brothers mention the Syndicate developments. There’s something there.”

      “There’s nothing⁠—“

      “Fix it or don’t,” Nikolai says, standing up. “But you’re not staying in Russia. You’re a liability now, and I won’t have you bringing my men down with you.”

      I want to protest. I want to promise to redeem myself in some other warehouse, save kids, and stop Dracul’s associates. I want it with a desperation that feels almost pathological.

      But Nikolai is right. I froze. People died. And if I stay, more people will die.

      “The intel we gathered,” I say quietly. “What you found. It’s critical. The trafficking routes, the operations, the connections to Dracul. But we still need more to get the whole picture.”

      “I’ll handle it,” Nikolai says. “That’s my world. My war. Remember, it was my fucking uncle who sold us to these people. This is my mess to fix. You have your own war waiting in Boston. I’ll find more information that will lead to whoever ordered your mother’s killing. You know I will.” He moves toward the door, then pauses. “Go home, Shelby Boyle. Fix whatever’s broken. And then maybe you’ll be human again instead of a ghost walking around in a dead man’s skin.”

      The door closes behind him, leaving me alone with the white ceiling and the burning in my shoulder and the images of two children I couldn’t save overlaid with memories of a woman I couldn’t protect in Syria and all the other ghosts that haunt me in the dark.

      I shut my eyes tightly, throwing an arm over my face.

      Three months in Russia. Three months of chasing Dracul’s boss. Three months of running from Boston and everything waiting there.

      It’s time to go home.
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            SHELBY

          

          PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      The penthouse is too quiet.

      I stand at the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Boston’s Financial District, my left shoulder throbbing with each beat of my heart. Three days since Nikolai put me on a plane. Three days since I left two dead children in a Russian warehouse and brought nothing home but a bullet wound and the confirmation that I’m broken in ways that don’t heal.

      The whiskey in my hand is my third. Or fourth. I’ve lost count.

      My phone buzzes on the granite counter behind me—another message I won’t answer. Dave’s been calling since I landed. Tommy too. They want to know if I’m okay, if I need anything, if I want company.

      I don’t want company. I want to rewind three months and tell myself not to go to Russia. I want to rewind further—to Syria, to the moment before everything went to hell. I want to be the Marine I used to be, the one who didn’t freeze when it mattered most.

      But that man died in a Syrian building collapse, and the ghost wearing his face hasn’t figured out how to stop failing people yet.

      I drain the whiskey and pour another.

      The wound is healing. Alexei did good work patching me up before I left. The bullet went clean through, missing bone and major arteries. In a few weeks, I’ll have full range of motion back. Physical therapy, some scar tissue, and I’ll be combat-ready again.

      Too bad the wound that festered isn’t the one in my shoulder.

      My phone buzzes again. This time I check it.

      Joe DiLorenzo: Need to talk. It’s important. Family stuff.

      I stare at the message for a long moment. Joe and I go back years—he’s Dave’s age, thirty-five, and we grew up in adjacent worlds. Irish and Italian, Boyles and DiLorenzos, two of the founding families of the Syndicate. We’ve bled together, fought together, buried people together.

      If Joe says it’s important, I don’t doubt him.

      I type back: Tomorrow. Need tonight.

      His response is immediate: Understood. Take care of yourself, brother.

      I set the phone down and return to the window. The city glitters below me, oblivious to the darkness always swirling inside me. People down there are living normal lives—going to dinner, watching movies, kissing their partners goodnight. They don’t know about trafficking rings or failed extractions or the way a child’s scream sounds when⁠—

      I shut that thought down hard.

      The intercom buzzes.

      I freeze. It’s nearly nine o’clock, and I’m not expecting anyone. The building’s security is top-tier—no one gets up here without clearance. I cross to the panel and check the video feed.

      My heart skips a beat.

      Serena DiLorenzo stands in my hallway, her dark hair pulled back in an elegant twist, wearing a black coat that costs more than the rent for a three-bedroom apartment. She’s not looking at the camera. She’s looking at my door, her expression unreadable.

      Joe’s little sister.

      Except she’s not little anymore, and she’s never been just Joe’s sister to me.

      I haven’t seen her since before Russia. Three months of trying to outrun my demons, and she’s the one thing I couldn’t stop thinking about in the quiet moments between operations. The way she looked at me at Tommy’s wedding, like she could see straight through my armor. The conversation we had in a hallway where I almost⁠—

      I press the intercom. “Serena.”

      Her eyes lift to the camera. Despite the grainy feed, I see the intelligence in them, the assessment. She’s always been the smartest person in any room, and she’s never bothered pretending otherwise.

      “Let me in, Shelby.”

      It’s not a request.

      I should tell her to leave. I should tell her I’m not fit for company, that I need to be alone, that she’s the last person who should be anywhere near me right now.

      I ignore common sense and decide to listen to my heart. 

      I buzz her in.

      I have thirty seconds while she rides the elevator. I use them to pour the whiskey down the sink and hide the bottle. Then I catch sight of myself in the reflection of the microwave—three-day beard, rumpled T-shirt, exhaustion carved into every line of my face.

      There’s no time to make myself presentable. The elevator chimes.

      I push my glasses up my nose as I open the door before she can knock.

      She’s breathtaking. That’s the first thought, the one I can’t suppress. 

      Every. 

      Fucking. 

      Time.

      Serena DiLorenzo, at twenty-five, is the kind of beautiful that makes men write poetry and start wars. Dark hair, olive skin, and eyes the color of aged whiskey. I could drown my sorrows in them if they didn’t see everything I’m trying to hide. The statement necklace at her throat—teardrop diamonds set in platinum—catches the light as she moves, and her black dress under the coat is elegant and understated even though the French Maison that created it charged a fortune.

      But it’s not her beauty that terrifies me. It’s the way she looks at me, like I’m a puzzle she’s determined to solve.

      “You look like hell,” she says.

      I shake my head, a reluctant smile crossing my face. “Thanks. You’re always so generous with your compliments,” I say, but there’s no bite in it as I step aside. “Come in.”

      She moves past me, bringing with her the scent of the floral perfume she always wears, something as alluring as her. The coat whispers as she removes it, revealing the full, elegant line of the dress beneath. She drapes the coat over the back of my couch with the casual confidence of someone who’s never been unwelcome anywhere.

      I close the door and lean against it, keeping distance between us. “How did you know I was back?”

      “Joe heard from Dave.” She turns to face me fully, and there’s something in her expression I can’t quite read. Concern? Anger? “After three months in Russia, you come home with a bullet wound and goes off the radar. What did you expect? That no one would notice?”

      “I expected people to give me space.”

      “That’s not how family works.” She crosses her arms, and I notice the tension in her shoulders, the way she’s holding herself like she’s bracing for impact. “Joe’s worried. Your brothers are worried. I’m—“ She stops. “We’re all worried.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re a terrible liar, Shelby Boyle.”

      The use of my full name makes my lips twitch despite everything. “Funny, I’ve made a career out of lying.”

      “Not to me you haven’t.”

      The words land between us like a challenge. She’s right, and we both know it. I was never able to hide anything from Serena. I could never bullshit her. That has always terrified me but oddly it also comforted me.

      I push off the door and move into the living room, putting the couch between us. “Want a drink?”

      “You’ve already been drinking.” It’s not a question. “And now you’re deflecting.”

      “I’m being a good host.”

      “You’re being a coward.”

      The word hits harder than it should. I turn to face her, and there’s something fierce in her expression now, something that makes my chest tight.

      “Careful, Serena.”

      “Or what?” She moves around the couch, closing the distance I tried to create. “You’ll brood at me more intensely? Shut me out like you’re shutting everyone else out?”

      “You should go.”

      “No.”

      “This isn’t—“ I struggle for words. “I’m not good company right now.”

      “I don’t want good company. I want honest company.” She stops a few feet away, close enough that the concern in her eyes draws me in. The vulnerability she’s trying to hide beneath her armor seeps through it. “Russia was bad. I can see it all over your face.”

      My jaw tightens. “Joe shouldn’t have told you anything.”

      “He didn’t have to. I can read you, remember?” Her voice softens slightly. “After Syria, you came back different. Closed off. And now this. Whatever happened in Russia, it’s eating you alive.”

      I want to deny it. I want to put my walls back up and push her away like I’ve pushed everyone else away. But standing here, looking at her, I find I don’t have the energy for it.

      “Russia was complicated,” I confess.

      She waits. Doesn’t push, doesn’t prod. Just waits with that infinite patience that makes me want to tell her things I’ve never told anyone.

      But I can’t. I can’t put that burden on her. I should protect her against my darkness. Still, I owe her honesty.

      “The operation failed,” I hear myself say. The words feel like crunched glass on my tongue. “People died. Kids died. And I—“ my voice trails off. I clear my throat and add, “I froze.”

      The admission hangs in the air between us, naked and raw.

      Serena doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t look away. She just watches me with those whiskey-colored eyes, and I see something in them that looks like understanding.

      “How long has this been happening?” she asks quietly.

      “Since Syria.”

      “That was years ago, Shelby.”

      “I know. It doesn’t happen every time I’m on a mission, though.” 

      I don’t need to add that I wouldn’t have survived our world if I froze every damn time. She knows the dangers in my line of work. They’re the same ones her family faces.

      She takes another step closer. We’re less than an arm’s length apart now, and the warmth radiating from her body wraps around me. Her floral scent makes me want to close the distance and forget she’s my friend’s little sister.

      But I can’t think like that. She is Joe’s sister. She’s off-limits. She’s⁠—

      “Nothing about us is safe, Shelby.” Her voice is barely above a whisper as if reading my thoughts. “Not for me, not for you, not for either of our families. But at least when I see you, I feel like I’m not drowning alone.”

      She stops, and that vulnerability flashes again in her eyes before she looks away. “That came out wrong.”

      “No, it didn’t.”

      I don’t know which one of us moves first, but suddenly I’m closer, my hand lifting of its own accord. I stop myself just before I touch her face, the memory of the last time I almost did this flooding back. A hallway at a fundraising organized by the Syndicate, three months and a lifetime ago. She’d been wearing red then, and I’d wanted to kiss her so badly all fucking night I could taste it.

      I managed to stay away instead.

      But right now, with her looking at me like I’m something other than broken, I can’t make myself walk away.

      “I felt the same way,” I admit. “After Syria, you were the only person I didn’t have to explain myself to.”

      “And now we’re here together,” she says, her eyes searching mine. “Are you going to pretend we don’t feel this?”

      Everything in me wants to say yes. Wants to protect her from the disaster I’ve become. 

      “I have to protect you. From the darkness. From me. From the life we’re inheriting.”

      “I don’t need protection.” She lifts her chin, and there’s steel in her voice now. “I need honesty. Can you give me that? Can you look at me and tell me the truth about what this means to you? Not strategically. Truthfully.”

      The question strips me bare. Because the truth is terrifying, and I’ve spent months—years—running from it.

      “You terrify me,” I say finally, and the words feel like surrender. “Not because I don’t trust you. Because I do. And trusting someone means caring about them. And caring about them means I have something to lose. And I’ve watched what happens to people I care about.”

      My voice cracks on the last words, and her eyes soften.

      “So have I,” she says quietly. She moves closer still, until there’s barely any space between us. “But maybe... maybe the worst thing isn’t losing someone. Maybe the worst thing is not trying at all.”

      We’re close now. Close enough that I can see the flecks of gold in her eyes, the way her pulse beats at her throat, the slight part of her lips as her breath catches.

      The air between us is charged with three months of distance and years of unspoken wanting.

      I raise my hand again, and this time I don’t stop. My fingers brush her cheek, and she’s so soft, so alive. She leans into my touch, her eyes never leaving mine.

      “Shelby,” she breathes.

      I kiss her.

      It’s restrained at first—tentative, asking permission with every movement. Her lips are warm under mine, and she tastes like mint and sweet promises. She makes a small sound in the back of her throat, and her hands come up to grip my shirt, pulling me closer.

      The kiss deepens. Not desperate, but committed. Temptation wrapped in desire as I savor her mouth, as her lips move against mine. I cup her face with both hands, careful of my injured shoulder, and pour everything I can’t say into this kiss—the fear, the longing, the terrible certainty that this could destroy us both.

      I’m terrified, and I’m choosing this anyway.

      When we finally break apart, we’re both breathing hard. Her lipstick is smudged—dark plum against her olive skin—and her eyes are wide and dark.

      “So what do we do now?” she asks, her voice unsteady, a note of wonder in it.

      I rest my forehead against hers, my hands still cradling her face. “We take it one day at a time. We figure out if there’s something real underneath all this.”

      “And if there is?”

      I pull back enough to look into her eyes, seeing her fragility and her strength mixed there in equal measure. “Then we find a way to make it survive our world.”

      She nods slowly as determination settles over her features. Serena DiLorenzo doesn’t do anything halfway. If she’s choosing this—choosing me—she’ll fight for it with everything she has.

      The thought scares the shut out of me.

      The thought exhilarates me.

      “Stay,” I hear myself say. “Just for a while. I don’t—“ I stop, swallow hard. “I don’t want to be alone tonight.”

      “Okay,” she says.

      We lie down on the couch, and she tucks herself against my good shoulder like she’s done this a thousand times before. Her head rests in the hollow of my neck, and I wrap my arms around her, holding her close.

      For the first time in three months—maybe longer—I feel like I can breathe.

      Outside, Boston glitters in the darkness. Inside, Serena DiLorenzo falls asleep against my chest, and I let myself believe, just for tonight, that maybe I’m not too broken to deserve this.

      Even if I know better.

      Even if I know that everyone I care about ends up hurt or dead.

      Even if I know this is the beginning of something that could destroy us both.

      For tonight, I hold her close and let myself pretend that vulnerability doesn’t equal death.

      That maybe it equals life instead.
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      I wake up with my cheek pressed against Shelby Boyle’s chest, listening to the steady rhythm of his heartbeat.

      For a moment—one beautiful, suspended moment—I let myself pretend this is normal. That I’m the kind of woman who can fall asleep in a man’s arms without calculating the political ramifications. That he’s the kind of man who doesn’t carry ghosts in his eyes. That we’re just two people who want each other, uncomplicated and free.

      Then reality reasserts itself, the way it always does.

      I’m Serena DiLorenzo, daughter of one of the most powerful men in the Syndicate. Shelby Boyle is a trained killer with a serious case of PTSD and a death wish. And last night, we crossed a line we can never uncross.

      I should regret it.

      I don’t.

      Shelby shifts beneath me, and the slight tension in his muscles, the change in his breathing, tell me he’s awake. His arm tightens around me briefly before he seems to catch himself.

      “Morning,” he says, his voice rough.

      I lift my head to look at him. God, he’s gorgeous! Dark hair mussed from sleep, curling slightly at the ends in a way I’ve never seen when he’s in full Syndicate mode. His intense blue eyes, the same shade as his father’s, see too much. But while Jack’s stare has been mellowed by his losses, Shelby’s carries ghosts. Pain and guilt and something fierce that he tries to hide behind military discipline and tactical thinking.

      The overgrown beard hides the sharp cut of his jaw and frames lips that kissed me last night with a desperation that matched my own. He’s all lean muscle and controlled power—broad shoulders, defined arms, the edge of a tattoo peeking out from under his T-shirt sleeve. The kind of body earned through years of Marine training, not hours in a gym. The bandage on his left shoulder is a stark white against his skin, a reminder of how close I came to losing him before I ever had him.

      In the early morning light filtering through the windows, he looks younger somehow. Less haunted.

      He’s beautiful and broken and dangerous, and I want him in ways that have nothing to do with strategy or survival.

      “Morning.” I sit up, immediately missing his warmth. My dress is wrinkled, my carefully styled hair is a disaster, and I’m still wearing last night’s makeup. “What time is it?”

      He checks his phone on the coffee table. “Just past seven.”

      Which means I need to leave. Now. Before I do something inane like fucking Shelby Boyle, my brother’s best friend.

      But as I reach for my coat, my own phone buzzes in my clutch. I fish it out and see three missed calls from my father and a text message that makes my blood run cold.

      Father: Family breakfast. 8 AM. Do not be late.

      “Shit,” I breathe.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I show him the message. Shelby’s expression darkens as he reads it.

      “Family breakfast” is code. My father doesn’t summon us unless he’s making an announcement or issuing orders. Neither option is ever good for me.

      “I have to go,” I say, standing and smoothing my dress futilely. “I need to go home, change, and⁠—“

      “Serena.” Shelby catches my hand. “Whatever this is, be careful.”

      I look down at our joined hands, his rough and scarred, mine smaller and softer. “I’m always careful.”

      “I mean it.” His blue eyes are intense, worried. “Your father doesn’t do family breakfasts unless something big is happening.”

      “I know.” I squeeze his hand once, then pull away. “I’ll text you after.”

      He walks me to the door, and for a moment we just stand there, the weight of what we’ve done pressing down on us both.

      “About last night—“ he starts.

      “Don’t.” I cut him off, not unkindly. “Don’t analyze it or apologize for it or try to take it back. What happened, happened. We’ll deal with the consequences later.”

      He studies my face for a long moment, then nods. “Be safe, Serena.”

      “You too.”

      I leave before I change my mind.
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        * * *

      

      The DiLorenzo estate, with its sprawling mansion, sits in Brookline. I make it there with just enough time to shower in my old room, change into a navy blue, modest dress, the kind my father approves of. As I fix my makeup, my reflection in the mirror shows no trace of last night. Perfect hair, perfect makeup, perfect daughter of the Syndicate.

      The mask is flawless. As always.

      Isabella catches me in the hallway as I’m heading down to breakfast. My younger sister is twenty-two and still in college, studying international business because Father demanded it. Unlike me, she’s never learned to hide her emotions properly.

      “Where were you last night?” she hisses, grabbing my arm. “Father was calling you around eleven.”

      My stomach drops. He didn’t leave a message. 

      “What did you tell him?”

      “That you were probably at the library working on Syndicate business.” Her dark eyes search my face. “You weren’t at the library, were you?”

      “No.”

      “Serena—“

      “Not now, Bella.” I pull free gently. “I promise we’ll talk later. What’s the breakfast about?”

      Her expression shifts from concern to something akin to pity. “I don’t know. But Joe is already down there, and Father is wearing his I’m-about-to-ruin-someone’s-life face.”

      Wonderful.

      As we descend the grand staircase together, I can already hear voices from the formal dining room. My father’s deep baritone, my brother Joe’s measured responses. There’s another voice I don’t recognize.

      We enter the dining room, and the scene before me is carefully orchestrated. My father, Giovanni DiLorenzo, sits at the head of the table in a gray suit that costs more than a mid-size car. At sixty-three, he’s still powerfully built, his silver hair immaculately styled, his green eyes sharp and calculating.

      Joe sits to his right, already in a suit despite the early hour. My older brother catches my eye and gives me the slightest shake of his head—a warning.

      And on Father’s left sits a man I’ve only met once before.

      Cesare Dellamare.

      He’s handsome in that classical Italian way—dark hair slicked back, strong features, high-end suit. Thirty-five, if I remember correctly, and rising quickly through the Italian faction of the Syndicate. On the surface, he’s perfect.

      But his eyes are wrong.

      They’re dark brown, almost black, and completely empty. Like looking into a void. When he smiles at me, as he is smiling now, it doesn’t reach his expressionless eyes. There’s something predatory in the way he looks at me, the way a cat might look at a mouse it’s about to play with.

      Every instinct I have screams danger.

      “Serena, Isabella.” My father gestures to the empty seats. “Please, join us. We have much to discuss.”

      I take my seat across from Cesare, keeping my expression neutral even as my heart rate picks up. Isabella sits beside me, and I feel her tension matching my own.

      “Good morning, Father,” I greet him.

      With a wide smile, I accept the cup of coffee from Mathilda, one of the kitchen hands. I desperately need something to do with my hands. 

      Father clears his throat. “I’ve asked you all here this morning because I have wonderful news. Serena, I believe you remember Cesare Dellamare?”

      “Mr. Dellamare.” I meet Cesare’s gaze directly, refusing to be the first to look away. “I believe we met at the Syndicate gala last year.”

      “Please, call me Cesare.” His voice is smooth, cultured, with just a hint of an Italian accent. “And may I say, you look absolutely stunning this morning, Serena.”

      The compliment makes my skin crawl. I incline my head politely and say nothing.

      “Cesare’s family has been invaluable to our operations,” Father continues, and I can hear the underlying message in his tone. This is business. This is strategy. This is not negotiable. “The Dellamares control significant territory in northern Italy, and their influence in Europe is growing rapidly. A closer alliance between our families would benefit everyone.”

      No. No, no, no.

      I know where this is going. I’ve known since I walked into the room and saw Cesare sitting at my father’s left hand like an honored guest.

      “Over the past few months, Cesare and I have been discussing such an alliance.” Father picks up his espresso cup with steady hands. “And we’ve come to an agreement that will strengthen both our families considerably.”

      Joe shifts in his seat, and when I glance at him, his expression is carefully blank. But I know my brother. His teeth are clenched, setting his jaw in a tense angle, his fingers are white-knuckled as he holds the silver fork with enough force to snap it into pieces.

      He doesn’t like this either.

      But he’s not going to stop it.

      “Serena,” Father says, and his voice has taken on that particular tone that means he’s about to issue a decree dressed up as a request. “Cesare has asked for your hand in marriage, and I have accepted on your behalf. The engagement is finalized. The wedding will take place in three months.”

      The room tilts.

      I’m good at controlling my reactions. I’ve been trained since childhood to never show weakness, never show fear, never show anything my father might use against me. But for a precious moment the carefully-crafted mask slips.

      “Father—“

      “This is not a discussion.” His voice hardens. “The contracts have been signed. The alliance is sealed. You will marry Cesare and unite our families. This is your duty to the DiLorenzo name.”

      Across the table, Cesare is still smiling. The triumph in his expression now makes my blood boil.

      “I understand duty, Father.” I force my voice to remain level. “But surely⁠—“

      “There is no ‘surely.’” He sets down his cup with a sharp click. “You are twenty-five years old. It’s past time you were married. Cesare is an excellent match—powerful, wealthy, connected. Not entirely ugly.” My father and my unexpected fiancé exchange a look that makes my stomach churn. Dad holds my gaze as he goes on, “Most women would kill to be in your place. You should be grateful.”

      Grateful. He wants me to be grateful for being sold like livestock. These fictional women can have my place any time of the day. 

      Obviously, I can’t say anything remotely revealing of my real feelings about this dumpster fire situation. I take a few deep breaths to control my rage.

      After swallowing all the cuss words popping up in my head, I carefully reply, “Can I ask what prompted this particular alliance? Why now?”

      Something dark and sad flickers in Father’s eyes. Guilt, perhaps? Fatherly concern for a daughter’s bleak future?

      He quickly smothers whatever emotion sparked in his soul before answering, “The Dellamare family holds certain... assets... that are valuable to our operations. This marriage secures our access to those assets, strengthening our position in Europe.”

      Assets. He’s talking about assets.

      Not my happiness. Not my life. Not even the strategic benefit to me.

      Just assets.

      “I see.” I look at Cesare again, really look at him. He’s watching me like he knows exactly how this is going to play out. “And what does Cesare gain from this arrangement?”

      “Besides a beautiful wife?” Cesare’s smile widens. “The DiLorenzo name carries significant weight in the Syndicate, particularly on the East Coast. An alliance with your family opens doors that have been closed to the Dellamares. And of course, your father has offered a considerable dowry.”

      A dowry. Like we’re living in the fucking seventeenth century.

      “How generous of him,” I murmur.

      “Serena.” Joe speaks for the first time, with an unmistakable warning in his tone. “Father has made his decision.”

      Joe means to say, Don’t fight this. You’ll lose.

      With one look at my brother, the one person in this family I thought would have my back, I read the resignation in his expression. He’s not going to help me. He’s going to let Father marry me off to this predator with snake eyes and a smile like a knife.

      “Of course,” I say finally. I pick up my coffee cup, noting that my hands are shaking slightly. I force them to stillness. I don’t hide the snide in my voice as I ask,”When do Cesare and I have the pleasure of getting to know each other better?”

      “Tonight,” Father says immediately. “Cesare will take you to dinner. You’ll begin the courting process publicly. The Syndicate needs to see this alliance forming naturally.”

      Naturally. As if anything about this is natural.

      “Tonight would be lovely,” Cesare says smoothly. “I know an excellent restaurant in the North End. Very private, very romantic.”

      The way he says “private” makes the cold sliver down my spine.

      “I look forward to it,” I lie.

      The rest of breakfast passes in a blur. I eat because it’s expected, smile when it’s required, and play the role of dutiful daughter with practiced ease. But inside, my mind is racing.

      Three months. I have three months before I’m legally bound to a man who looks at me like I’m prey.

      Three months to find a way out of this trap.

      When breakfast finally ends, I escape to the gardens. I need air, space, somewhere to think without my father’s cold smile or Cesare’s empty stare following my every move.

      Isabella finds me twenty minutes later, sitting on the stone bench near Mother’s rose garden. Mother died five years ago, and the roses are the only thing Father maintains in her memory. Even he’s not heartless enough to let them die.

      “I’m so sorry,” Isabella says, plopping herself beside me.

      “Don’t be.” I keep my voice steady. “You couldn’t have done anything.”

      “Joe should’ve done something.”

      “Joe knows better than to cross Father when his mind is made up.” I turn to look at her, my brilliant, naive little sister. “And so do I.”

      “So you’re just going to marry a stranger? That man with the creepy eyes and the creepier smile?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      Isabella’s eyes widen. “Serena, what are you planning?”

      “Nothing.” I breathe, standing and smoothing my dress. “Yet,” I add, pacing in front of the bench, as my thoughts whirl inside my head. “I have three months to figure something out. And I’m very good at strategy.”

      I keep moving because being still isn’t an option for my agitated mind right now. I take in the manicured grounds of my father’s estate. Somewhere out there, he is celebrating his successful negotiation. Cesare is probably planning our wedding night.

      And I must plan an escape from this shitty mess.

      Because Serena DiLorenzo won’t take a trap lying down.

      Either I find a way out, or I burn the whole thing down trying.
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      The restaurant Cesare chooses is exactly what I expected—expensive, exclusive, and designed for maximum privacy. Private dining room, discreet staff, the kind of place where powerful men conduct business they don’t want people to overhear.

      Or where predators isolate their prey before their attack.

      “You look exquisite,” Cesare says as he holds my chair. His hand brushes my bare shoulder, and it takes everything in me not to flinch. “That dress is stunning on you.”

      The dress is emerald green, elegant and modest by any standard, but the way he’s looking at me makes me feel naked. His eyes trace every line, every curve, lingering in places that make me shudder inside. I have a hard time keeping the bile down, so it burns my throat as punishment.

      God, I won’t last a day alone with this man without doing something unthinkable like driving a knife into his chest. 

      When the sommelier offers me the wine menu, I smile at her like my life depended on her presence. “Thank you.” I’m actually grateful for something to focus on besides Cesare’s empty, predatory eyes. “Shall we start with the 2015 Barolo?”

      “Perfect choice.” He smiles, and I force myself to grin back. I’m sure my expression is as lifeless as his. He leans back slightly and adds, “Your father mentioned you have excellent taste.”

      I’m sure my father has mentioned a lot of things when he was trying to sell me out to this man. Like the fact that I’m intelligent, well-educated, fluent in four languages, and skilled at managing Syndicate operations. All the qualities that make me a valuable asset.

      Because that’s what I am to both of them. An asset to be traded.

      Dinner is interminable. Cesare is charming on the surface. He’s well-spoken and attentive. He asks about my interests, my work with the family business, my thoughts on European expansion. To anyone watching, we probably look like a perfectly matched couple enjoying an intimate dinner.

      But I fear what’s underneath.

      The way his smile never reaches his eyes. The possessive edge in his tone when he talks about “our future together.” The calculated assessment in every question, like he’s taking inventory of what he’s purchased. And worst of all, the barely concealed anticipation when he mentions the honeymoon.

      “I think you’ll enjoy Italy,” he says over the main course. “The Dellamare estate in Tuscany is quite beautiful. Remote, private. We’ll spend our honeymoon there. Just the two of us, getting to know each other intimately.”

      The way he elongates the syllables of the word “intimately” makes me queasy.

      “That sounds lovely,” I lie, cutting into my osso buco with more force than necessary.

      “Your father and I have already discussed the living arrangements after the wedding.” He reaches across the table and takes my hand before I can pull it away. His palm is cool and humid, his grip just a fraction too tight. “You’ll move to my estate in Boston initially, of course. The one in Back Bay. I’ve already had the master suite redecorated to accommodate a woman’s tastes.”

      He hasn’t asked what my tastes are, though.

      “How thoughtful.” I leave my hand in his because pulling away would blow my attempt to look compliant, but every nerve ending screams at me to run. “I’m sure it’s beautiful,” I offer in a flat tone.

      If Cesare has noticed my lack of enthusiasm, he ignores it as his thumb strokes my knuckles. A gesture that should be tender becomes something like a claim. I clench my teeth to keep my body’s reactions in check.

      “I want you to be comfortable. Happy. You’ll want for nothing, Serena. I’ll give you everything a woman could desire.”

      Except freedom. Except choice. Except for basic human dignity.

      “I appreciate that, Cesare,” I mutter.

      “Of course, there will be expectations. As your husband, I’ll have the right to use your body as I wish, whenever I want to.” His grip tightens when I try to pull my hand. My heart sinks further into my chest at the implications of his statement. “As my wife, you’ll need to maintain certain standards. Your appearance, your behavior, your associations. The Dellamare name carries significant weight, and I can’t have my wife reflecting poorly on it.”

      There it is. He’s beginning to show his true colors, his real intentions.

      “Naturally,” I say, still keeping my voice carefully neutral. “I understand the importance of reputation.”

      “I knew you would.” He releases my hand finally, and I resist the urge to wipe it on my napkin. “You’re intelligent, Serena. That’s one of the things that attracted me to you. Intelligence can be cultivated. Shaped. And with the right guidance, you’ll learn how to pleasure me.”

      The threat is barely veiled. He plans to mold me into whatever he wants me to be.

      Over my dead body! I scream inside my head, while plastering another lifeless smile on my lips.

      By the time dessert arrives, I’ve made my decision. There’s no way—absolutely no way—I’m marrying this man. I don’t care what contracts my father signed or what political consequences follow. I will not spend the rest of my life with a man who looks at me like I’m a thing he owns because he signed a fucking piece of paper. More importantly, I can’t be tied to a man who considers me nothing more than a fuck doll. 

      But I can’t simply refuse. My father won’t allow it, and defying him directly would bring consequences I’m not prepared to face. The DiLorenzo patriarchy doesn’t tolerate disobedience, especially from daughters.

      So I need another option.

      I need to make myself unavailable.

      The idea hits me somewhere between the tiramisu and Cesare’s explicit description of how
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