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        This book is dedicated to all the authors that came before us who paved the way in this genre.

        Especially the trailblazing author of that circa 2009 Hermione/all the Weasley brothers fanfic that haunts Kate to this day.

        Wingardium Leviosa, you magnificent bitch.
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        We spent a lot of time agonizing over the question of, “How do you define a ‘DARK’ book?”

        This is not a bully book and there isn’t much darkness between the main character and the members of the harem. Frankly, she wouldn’t take that shit.

        That said, we ultimately felt we couldn’t tag this book as anything other than dark. There’s a decent amount of descriptive torture in here. Torture is pretty damn dark, and isn’t the kind of thing you can just not warn a person about, you know? There is also a single brief mention of attempted sexual assault, a fuck ton of swearing, graphic sex, random gang related violence, and highly questionable character motivations.

        If that’s your poison, welcome to the dark side.

        Fair warning, this is absolutely the lightest book in the series. It will only get darker from here.

        Please keep your hands and arms inside the vehicle at all times and enjoy the ride.
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      Fuck, I should have worn different shoes.

      I peered up at the windowsill five stories above me, then back at my feet. Biting back a string of curses, I kicked off my heels behind a flowering shrub and glared at the wall before me. This was going to hurt like a bitch.

      I wedged my fingers as tight as I could into the grout lines of the old world brick, and thanked God that the architects hadn’t gone with a sleek metal design. My bare toes burned as they gripped the side of the building. The rough texture shaved off more of the skin from my feet with each floor I passed.

      If I’d realized I’d be cutting my night out short to do a job—and that job would involve scaling the side of the Hotel Esposito—I wouldn’t have worn four-inch heels. I definitely wouldn’t have worn the faux leather mini dress that was now slipping down over my strapless bra to pool around my waist. The entire outfit needed to be burned.

      I should have expected it—the job, that was. My dad had a sixth sense for knowing when I was having fun and ruining it. I could swear he took some sick joy in finding the worst possible moment to call me into work. The only consolation was it wasn’t just me. He did the same thing with all his employees. Jimmy O’Rourke said “jump,” and we said, “in front of what?”

      I eased my magnet out of my bra, struggling to maintain a solid three point grip on the wall. I gasped as one foot slipped, dropping me a half foot before I could steady myself. Fear coiled in my stomach, and my heart pounded in my throat.

      I took a deep breath, reminding myself this was what I trained for. Breathing evenly, I hauled myself up onto the window ledge and smiled at the simple latch. I’d been counting on the Espositos’ arrogance. They put high-tech motion sensor locks on the lower floors, but hadn’t counted on a thief scaling their walls. Idiots.

      I ignored the wind whipping at my hair and the edges of my dress, maneuvering the cold magnet over the lock. I clasped my bottom lip between my teeth, holding on for dear life with one hand while trying to keep the magnet steady.

      I held my breath, slowly moving the magnet until I heard the tell-tale sound of the latch springing. My breath whooshed out of my lungs as the window opened—thank God. I didn’t feel like doing the “breaking” part of breaking and entering. Not five stories off the ground, anyway. My thighs spasmed, and I tightened my grip on the sill, praying that whatever rich asshole was staying in the hotel room beyond wouldn’t take this moment to admire the city. They would get much more than a view of the skyline, that was for sure.

      Sucking in my breath, I crawled through the tight window. My hip clipped the edge and a piece of metal trim clattered to the floor. In the quiet of the building, it sounded like a drum kit. My heart hammered in my throat as I stayed perfectly still, waiting to hear something. Anything.

      No sound came, and my hips cleared the frame. I laid my back flat on the solid floor, taking heaping breaths until my heart calmed. The offending piece of trim dug into my spine and I reached around for it. “Fuck you, you little bastard.” I tossed it out the window into the bushes below.

      I stood and shook hair from my face, corrected my ruined dress, and blinked at my surroundings. The ballroom of The Hotel Esposito. The belly of the fucking beast. On instinct, I pulled my gun from my thigh holster and spun it in my hand. Just in case. Thigh holsters looked sick, but they were super impractical. Still, I hated being unarmed, and I hated carrying a purse more.

      The massive room was dark, the only light coming from the thin, stylized windows set every few inches all along the wall. Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling at intervals of ten feet or so, and bar tables were pushed up against one wall.

      This was just the initial intel mission. Getting the lay of the land. Tomorrow was the real deal—or tonight, since it was past midnight. “The real deal” being the Esposito Annual Gala. Everyone of note in the city of St. Adrian would be there, and so would their jewelry, their wallets, and their car keys. It was a goddamn all you can steal buffet for someone like me—assuming I could figure out how to get in and out undetected.

      Scaling the outside of the building in a ballgown was not going to work, but now that I was inside, I could see the huge double doors at one end weren’t the only entrance. There was a staff door at the opposite end, probably used for catering weddings and stuff. The staff entrance would undoubtedly have security cameras if I knew anything about the Espositos, which unfortunately, I did. I knew several lifetimes worth about them and had too many debts to settle to even count.

      Our tech guys had looped the cameras in the ballroom tonight so I could check it out. I strode the length of the empty ballroom, scanning the ceiling for large air vents or other opportunities for entry. Nothing. Alright, staff door it was.

      I pulled out my phone and opened my very handy and very illegal jammer app. I’d just need to jam the cameras in the staff hallway for like five minutes, so their surveillance probably wouldn’t notice. It would be nothing more than a blip. As I flipped through the app, searching for the right IP address, the phone vibrated. I jumped and immediately put it to my ear.

      “What?” I hissed, not even bothering to say hello.

      “Rae, where are you?” my sister, Sophie, whined, loud music emanating from the background.

      I tried not to roll my eyes, but it was hard. Really hard. “I left, remember? Let Connor take you home.”

      “Where’d you go?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I ground out, holding the phone slightly away from my ear as I peered into the coatroom. May as well double check everything.

      “I didn’t see you go,” Sophie said.

      “Yes, you did. You’re drunk.”

      She made a noise of protest, but I didn’t care. The ballroom had some pretty nice paintings on the wall. I crossed the room and tapped the edge of one of the frames out of curiosity.

      “Did you leave with someone?” Sophie asked.

      “Yeah, huh.” I was barely listening. Despite being from the same family, Sophie and I weren’t raised the same way. At all. At twenty-four, she was a year older than me, but you wouldn’t know it. Our parents treated her as breakable, while they sent me to break into hotels. It was a whole thing.

      I inspected one of the modernist paintings closely. It wasn’t that big. I could definitely carry it, and I was pretty sure it was worth a couple hundred thousand dollars at least. I was nothing if not opportunistic.

      Only the fucking Espositos were so flashy they would leave a $500,000 painting unguarded in their ballroom. This wasn’t even their main hotel. They just built this location last year. If I were to write a list of everything I fucking hated about the Esposito family, being flashy would definitely be on there somewhere. Right underneath being lying, cheating, stealing, murderous assholes. Just to name a few things.

      “Soph, I gotta go,” I said. “I need both hands.”

      “Ooh,” she giggled. “Say no more.”

      I rolled my eyes, but didn’t correct her as she hung up. I needed both hands to pull this thing off the wall. It wasn’t heavy, but it was high up, and I was at a disadvantage with no shoes. I stood on my toes inspecting it and sighed when there weren’t any alarms hooked up. Not that I couldn’t handle a couple of security guards, but I didn’t want to. I had been hoping for a chill B&E.

      My phone buzzed again, this time with a text, and I jumped. “Fucking hell,” I berated myself. What was wrong with me?

      Brian: Where are you?

      I rolled my eyes, glancing at the time. I had been gone twenty-five minutes tops, most of it spent climbing the building. Brian, my father’s giant, sixty-something head of security, was overreacting.

      Me: I’ve got the layout, I’m heading back.

      I reopened my jammer app, knocked out the cameras in the staff hallway, and strode through the door. Sure enough, it was just a service stairwell on the other side. Perfect. Now, I had a plan for later, and a painting to give my dad for my trouble. Not too bad for one night’s work. I allowed myself a little pat on the back. I was basically a real-life Laura Croft.

      The stairs emptied into an alleyway behind the hotel, with a dumpster and a fire escape. I could have kicked myself. It was the kind of door that was locked from the outside but open from the inside for emergencies. Picking a lock was no problem, though. I could have avoided scaling the damn building. Oh well, hindsight and all that.

      I rounded the corner and spotted Brian’s car parked a little way down the street, facing away from me. Okay, now I just needed to find my shoes and—

      The hair raised on the back of my neck.

      A whisper of sound and a hint of musk was the only warning I wasn’t alone. I whipped around, peering into a shadowy alcove on the side of the hotel between the rear entrance and spindly metal fire escape. I blinked into the darkness.

      A man’s presence was barely discernible in the shadows—significantly taller and wider than me, letting me know that my chances of escaping barefoot were slim to none. I took my only advantage, acting first and pulling the six-inch blade from its sheath at my thigh, my nearly priceless painting clattering to the sidewalk, and lunged for him.

      The lucky bastard got an arm up, gripping my wrist hard enough to bruise, and blocking me from slicing into his jugular. He flipped us until my back slammed against the brick wall and knocked my knife out of my hands, pinning my arms between us. Oomph.

      “Hey!” the guy grunted as I brought my knee up and tried to free myself. “Fuck, do you usually go around trying to kill every guy you see?”

      I shook wisps of red hair out of my face and blinked up at my captor, and was distracted by the bizarrity of the moment. In my experience running into gangsters and the everyday street criminal, they weren’t usually as hot as you would expect. This guy looked less like a real criminal and more like an actor playing one. That said, the gun strapped to his hip that was digging into my stomach told me he was for real.

      “Do you always hang out in the dark waiting to ambush girls in the middle of the night?” I asked. A shiver ran through me, unable to stop the spike of excitement.

      I was a sick bastard for being turned on by guys with guns.

      He pushed his hips flush against mine, blocking another assault from my knee and locking me in place. He was tall—a good head taller than me at least, especially as I still had yet to retrieve my shoes. He had striking hazel eyes and dirty blonde hair, worn artfully messy in a way that couldn’t be natural. Half his face was still shadowed, but his sharp jaw and pierced lip caught my eye. A shiver ran through me as his full lips formed into a sexy-ass grin. I wanted to taste the cool metal of that piercing.

      Tingles rippled down my spine, and his hot breath fanned across my skin. His eyes shifted from me to the painting at my feet. Fuck.

      “What’s that?”

      “What?” I asked, too innocently.

      “See, I’m pretty sure the Espositos would be fairly put out if someone took the Monet from their ballroom. That’s not what you’re doing, right?” His tone was light, almost playful.

      My stomach curdled with rage at the sound of the Esposito name. So he was one of the Gentlemen. Outstanding. Well, I didn’t feel as bad about having to kill him, then. He was pretty, though. Such a waste.

      I glanced over his shoulder to where I could see the nondescript black sedan where I knew Brian was sitting right now, wondering what was taking me so long. I just needed to get free of this guy and run fifty yards to the car.

      The blonde guy towered over me, unmoving, his frame nearly doubling mine in size. Shit, why didn’t my security look like that? My panties could get wet just by looking at him. What was weird, though, was he hadn’t made a move to either grab the painting or incapacitate me further. He was just watching me, looking almost amused. What the hell was he doing out here, anyway?

      I made a split-second decision I’d probably regret later, but the hell with it. It was my only chance. I shoved the painting back with my foot and lifted on to my toes, pressing into him until his chest branded mine. He stiffened, rightfully not trusting my intention, but his gaze was molten with want. I sucked in a breath, and my heart hammered in my ears, making it hard to think. Why did this guy have to be so hot?

      I dug my fingers into his shirt, nails scraping against his chest, and that’s all it took to snap his control. He groaned low in the back of his throat and went from holding me still to hands roaming over every inch of my skin. It shouldn’t have turned me on, but it fucking did.

      He dropped his lips to the curve of my neck and sucked hard, sending heat radiating down my spine. He no doubt left marks to remember him in the morning. His hand reached below my ass and pulled us flushed together. Heat burned, flooding between my thighs, and I let out an involuntary whimper.

      “Shhh, Little Thief, or someone will hear us.” His rough, breathy voice fanned over my neck, and I trembled against him.

      He slowly tipped my head back, and I met his hazel gaze. His eyes darted almost involuntarily down to my mouth, and I licked my bottom lip. The only invitation he needed. His mouth crashed over mine, owning me with his. Fuck, he was a good kisser.

      I moaned into him, earning me a growl from the back of his throat. He tasted sweet, and I had to fight against the need making me stupid. He was as lost as I was, and this was my opportunity to take advantage of it. I slid my hand down to my thigh and smiled, lifting my gun toward him. His beautiful eyes went wide a second too late. I stepped back and pulled the trigger, firing off a round directly beside his head. The entire world echoed around us, and he was forced to let go of me to cover his ear.

      “Fuck!” His voice was too loud—no doubt his ears were ringing.

      I grabbed the painting and took off toward the car, swinging open the passenger side door and launching myself inside.

      What the fuck was that? Why didn’t I kill him? I had planned to shoot him until the last possible second. Dammit. God knows he would have killed me. The Gentlemen had absolutely no problem shooting first.

      “Took you long enough,” said Brian. He gave me a once over and shook his head, noting my torn dress and lack of shoes.

      I shot him one annoyed look for talking to me like that, but let it go. “Got held up. Should have no problems at the gala though, and I got a present for dad.” I held up the painting.

      My father's head of security whistled long and low as we tore down the empty street. “Good. He’s in a shit mood. Just got a call, another of the guys turned up dead over on the North side.”

      I just nodded, and I glanced in the rearview mirror at the blonde guy standing in the street staring after us. I opened my window, stuck out my hand, and waved goodbye. I should’ve fucking killed him. Nothing good ever came from being soft.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The black sedan peeled out of the parking lot, and the little thief gave me a cocky-ass wave. I busted out laughing, a wicked grin pulling at my lips. Whoever she was, she out played me tonight. First, by shocking the shit out of me and trying to slice my head off. Second, when she had me fawning all over her tight body, only to pull out a gun. That was fucking hot.

      I groaned and adjusted myself in my pants. She was sexy as all hell, and once I’d gotten my hands on her, my brain fritzed. She was all soft curves and tasted like spearmint. I would’ve fucked her against the wall had she not pulled her gun out. I was worried when she’d pointed it at my face, but she must’ve gone soft on me. Good. I liked to think I wasn’t the only one affected.

      I rubbed my palms over my face and cleared her out of my mind. What the hell was I doing before I was so pleasantly distracted? Oh yeah, Mr. Penny.

      I whipped my head back toward the shadowed corner behind the fire escape, where I’d left my bleeding friend. Empty. Where the hell was he?

      I’d already done a decent number on him, so he couldn’t have gotten far. Too bad for his escape plan, he’d left a twenty-foot trail of blood leading halfway down the sidewalk.

      “What the fuck, Mr. Penny. I wasn’t done with you.” My voice was low as I grabbed him by the collar and hauled him up to get a better look.

      What a fucking waste of a good squealer. His skin was pale blue, blood pooling from his mouth. He made gurgling sounds, choking. Fuck, I must have nicked an organ. Rookie fucking mistake. The boys would never let me live this down.

      “Sorry, man,” I told him. “Actually didn’t mean to kill you. I mean, we would have eventually, but this was a little premature. My bad.”

      I tossed his body down, pulled out my phone, and texted our clean-up crew. Blood coated my hands and I cringed, wiping them on my shirt.

      I sat down on the fire escape to wait, ignoring the twitching body to my left, and scrolled absently through Instagram, tapping ‘like’ on a couple of pics my manager posted of me from last weekend’s race. A smear of blood appeared across my screen, and I frowned. Sometimes I wondered if I was becoming too numb to this shit. Whatever.

      My mind wandered back to the redheaded thief. Who the hell was she? She obviously wasn’t a guest, decked out with guns and blades like that. Rush was going to lose his shit when he found out his impenetrable security was bested so easily. I grinned to myself at that. I couldn’t wait to rub it in his face.

      The clean-up crew rounded the corner, and I looked up in surprise. I knew they’d jump when they got my text. They were scared as shit of me, partly because I was at the top of the Gentlemen food-chain, and partly because of my reputation for making people disappear. That was record time, though, even for them. Fucking awesome.

      I stood, giving the van a single wave before leaving them to it. Clean up was my least favorite part of the job. I didn’t need to watch.

      I used the service elevator to the penthouse floor, not wanting to scare the shit out of a hotel guest. Still, I did my best not to touch anything. Our clients knew they were in gang territory. Fuck, they were here to pay for our high-class pussy, but they liked to feign ignorance. Nothing would break the illusion like a giant tattooed man dripping with blood.

      The hotel was luxurious enough that even this elevator was decked out in wall-to-wall mirrors. Blood coated my hands and speckled my face—I looked like an extra from Final Destination. I wondered if my little thief was in the same position. Was she marked where I’d touched her, or did she get away clean?

      I reached the penthouse floor and quietly entered Nico’s suite. The only light came from the city lights glowing through the floor-to-ceiling windows. Hopefully that meant the guys were asleep, or I’d have time to come up with an excuse for the disaster I made of this job.

      I pulled my shirt off and tossed it in the kitchen trash. Fucker, I loved that one. I lifted my arms to avoid dripping blood on Nico’s fancy floor and washed up to my elbows in the sink. Once you got a speck of blood on you, that shit multiplied like glitter.

      “That’s fucking gross, man.” Rush stood in the hallway, watching me clean off. “Nico’s going to kill you if you get blood on his shit.”

      I smiled wider at that, humming as I cleaned. “He can try.” I dried my hands off on a fresh cloth. “Anyway, I thought you got off on this type of thing.”

      Rush snorted, crossing his tattooed arms. “Keep fucking dreaming. You are way to chill after ripping someone’s nails out. The screams alone get under my skin.”

      I laughed. “To be fair, I normally gag them.”

      He cringed. “Your cheeriness creeps me out sometimes.”

      I whistled as I wiped specks of blood off my face, using the microwave as a mirror. Most of the time I had no shame in my job, and I was fucking good at it. Well, I was good at it most nights. Tonight was a disaster.

      Nico’s harsh voice cut through my humor. “Tell me you didn’t torture someone right outside my hotel?”

      I glanced up at Nico as he appeared in the hallway behind Rush. Where Rush was covered in greyscale tattoos and dangerous looking, Nico always looked like he was auditioning for Mad Men. I lifted my hands in mock surrender. “Fine, I won’t tell you.”

      “Fuck you,” Nico snapped, his expression angry as usual. “Do you think I enjoy paying off cops?”

      I shrugged. “We needed the information. Plus, it was worth it. He sang like a fucking canary. The Trilogy’s making moves. They killed two Mount Summer guys on the South End, but they haven’t made concrete plans to move in and set up shop there yet.”

      Nico sneered at the mention of our rival gang. Even a throw away reference to Mount Summer was enough to send him over the edge. To be fair, a light breeze could send Nico over the edge, so that wasn’t saying much.

      “It doesn’t feel right. Something’s coming,” Nico said, raking his hands through his jet-black hair. “We’ve got a few men missing, but they’re not confirmed dead.”

      I winced, knowing how this was going to go. “I got distracted and the little shit went and died on me.”

      Rush scoffed, looking almost amused. “What the fuck, Beck?”

      “What do you mean you got distracted?” Nico’s eyes had turned dark, and he directed his ‘I’m the boss’ glare at me. Tension pulled taunt between us. Typically, getting distracted on a job would be a death penalty, but I was lucky that this fucker loved my ass.

      All three of us were alumni members of the Gentlemen. Nico especially, as it was his family that started the whole thing, but all our dads had been original members. The three of us had been as close as brothers since we could walk. The amount of shit we got into as kids was ridiculously high. We were all the family we needed, and everyone else was expendable.

      “I’ve got to know what could’ve been more interesting than cutting a guy up.” Rush smiled, effectively cutting the tension.

      I smirked at the memory of the redhead. “I caught a thief.”

      “Well, where the hell is he?” Nico demanded.

      I shrugged. “She flew the coop.”

      Rush laughed. “Wait? Did you get distracted torturing someone by a girl?”

      “You don’t understand what I was dealing with. She was fucking hot, man,” I grunted, flooded by memories. “Hottest kiss I’ve ever had.”

      Nico growled. “You kissed someone robbing my hotel?”

      Rush grabbed his laptop. “This I’ve got to see.”

      “If you had your hands on her, how the hell did she get away?” By now Nico’s neck had turned red, and his jaw ticked. Never a good sign.

      My grin had his face turning purple. “Careful, man. I keep telling you, if you don’t calm down, you’re going to have a stroke. Try yoga.”

      Nico swung a fist at me, and I barely dodged out of the way. The fucker was fast.

      “Watch it, the gala’s tonight. Don’t want to bruise this pretty face,” I said.

      “It’s a fucking masquerade. It’ll be hidden,” he snapped.

      I would say he needed to get laid, but I had literally seen two girls leave his room this morning. There was no amount of sex or drinking that could fix rage like that. Dude was just born fucking angry. Probably why he went to business school.

      The surveillance feed came up on Rush’s laptop. There was no sound, but you could easily make out the visual with the night mode cameras Rush had installed. I grinned at the sight. I was standing in the alcove hidden from the parking lot. My face pressed near the unlucky Mr. Penny’s. He was trying to squirm away from me, but my hand pinned him in place. I could just make out a glint on the knife in the video as I made shallow cuts to cause maximum pain without killing him. Or that’s what I was supposed to be doing. The image showed my head popping up. I stepped into the shadows beside the door, barely in time for it to swing open. A small, dark figure walked out, and my gaze focused on her.

      Rush busted out laughing when she tried to slice my throat. I grinned, a semi forming in my pants. She was sexy as fuck.

      “She got the fucking drop on you?” Nico asked, one eyebrow raised.

      I held up my wrist, showing the cut there. “I blocked it. Don’t worry about me too much.”

      Rush and Nico got closer to the screen, watching as I pinned her to the wall, practically devouring her face. They weren’t there. The little thief was irresistible. They watched as my mark dragged his way out of the alcove while I pressed the thief harder into the wall. Then, the video showed her pulling the gun on me.

      Nico’s brows went up. “That’s fucking embarrassing.”

      I smirked. No, it was hot as hell.

      “Who is she?” Nico asked. “Can you zoom in?”

      Rush zoomed in, but the angle didn’t show on her face. Instead, we were treated to a better view of me looking like Christmas had come early.

      Rush choked on a laugh. “Distracted is right. You didn’t even notice that guy trying to escape.”

      “Relax, I’d already incapacitated him enough that he wasn’t going to get far.”

      Nico growled. “By incapacitated, do you mean accidentally killed him before you could ring him for more information?”

      I looked down at the floor. “My bad.”

      Nico practically growled, ready to dig into me, but Rush cut him off, still staring at the redhead on the surveillance video. “Where are her fucking shoes?”

      Before anyone could reply, all three of our phones buzzed. What the hell was happening now?

      Rush checked his first. “Shit’s going down on the seventh floor. A client got out of hand.”

      Nico’s jaw ticked again. He stood abruptly, grabbed his guns, and slipped them into their tan leather holsters. He put on his suit jacket, never looking less than professional when dealing with business. Nico was wearing his ‘You’re fucking dead’ face, and I lit up with glee. He was fun when he raged out like this. Well, unless you were the one on the receiving end.

      We took the elevator down and as soon as the large double wood paneled doors opened and screams assaulted us.

      “Shut the fuck up,” Nico said, barely above average volume.

      You could hear a pin drop. His voice didn’t need to be raised for people to follow his command. We walked up to the group, slower. One of our girls hovered in the doorway to her room. Two Gentlemen had a third man pushed down on his knees, and Madame Cosset glared down at him. The man on his knees looked up, eyes round with terror, but Nico ignored him. He directed his gaze at Madame Cosset.

      Cosset was older, probably mid-fifties if I had to guess, but she rocked her age. Her hair was a pale blonde pulled up off her neck, and she wore fierce red lipstick. She oozed sex. Which made sense because she managed the girls for The Espositos. Nico didn’t trust many people, but she’d proven herself working for them far longer than he’d been the head of the family.

      I doubted he’d admit it, but he relied on her to keep this side of the business running. Without her, it would fall apart. I should’ve talked to him about giving her a raise.

      Nico nodded at her, a sign of respect he didn’t give lightly. “What’s going on here?”

      She pointed at where one of our best enforcers was holding a man down, his nose pressed to the floor. “Mark here decided he wanted to take things in a direction Missy didn’t want to go.”

      I made a feral sound in the back of my throat, dangerously close to a growl. The girls all had paperwork the men had to read through and sign. It included their ‘I will and I won’t do’ list.

      I stepped forward, but Nico held up a hand. “We don’t murder people in the hotel.” His voice was rough, barely holding his anger in check.

      The piece of shit didn’t know what he’d gotten himself into. “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you so much.” He went to get up, but our guys held him in place.

      Nico looked at the enforcers. They were dressed in suit pants, black dress shirts with their sleeves rolled up, showing off matching Gentlemen tattoos. They were both big mean motherfuckers, perfect for this type of job. “Take him out back and give him the gold star treatment.”

      “No! Please, God, please. I swear I didn’t mean to. I forgot.” He was a trembling mess. If we didn’t get him out of here fast enough, he’d piss himself all over the floor.

      Missy snorted, arms crossed, confident that we’d take care of him. “Me screaming ‘no’ wasn’t a good enough reminder?”

      “No, please. Jesus, please.” Fear made the man practically whimper as he pleaded with us.

      Nico’s jaw clenched. “You’re banned from the hotel and I’m going to put out the word. You are officially blacklisted.” He told the scum of the earth, then addressed our men. “Break his legs. I don’t want him walking out of here.”

      The guy’s voice raised, shouting at Nico. Fucking idiot. “Do you know who I am? You can’t do that. I’ll bring every officer down on you.”

      Nico got closer to him, voice dangerously low, a deceptive smile on his face. “Do you know who I am? You should’ve read the paperwork. There’s an ironclad NDA. I would know, I wrote it myself.” He grabbed him by the throat, squeezing hard until the guy’s eyes bulged and his face turned purple. “Don’t forget who runs this town.”

      The man started screaming but was cut off when they shoved a ball gag in his mouth. Handy things to have around. Our men dragged him to the stairs, no doubt letting him hit each one.

      Nico addressed Madame Cosset. “Missy can take the week off. Paid.”

      Missy smiled through her tear-streaked face and Madame Cosset nodded. All the girls were a bit too infatuated with Nico. It was actually becoming an issue. We treated our girls well. They are all listed as regular hotel positions. Maids, spa attendants, clerks. Which meant they all had full benefits that included a great health care plan. That could come in handy in their line of work. Not that we’d ever let someone hurt them.

      I watched as Cosset led Missy away. I was close to following the guys downstairs to dole out that asshole’s punishment myself, but Rush clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Come on, we’ve got shit to plan.”

      I sighed. “Right.”

      This shit with the hotel girls was all in a day’s work. Today we had bigger fish. If Mr. Penny’s information was good, it wasn’t just our guys going missing. Mount Summer was losing men, too. Or they were turning up dead at least. That could only mean there was a connection. The Trilogy was getting bold and with the gala tonight we couldn’t afford to make mistakes.

      My mind drifted back to the redhead. I considered myself to be a pretty lucky guy, and with any luck she’d be back. I smiled as I followed Rush and Nico upstairs. Looked like I was going to have to catch a thief.
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      The ballroom of the hotel Esposito looked completely different than I remembered, as I stepped through the huge double doors and onto the gleaming dance floor. Everything was bathed in a golden light that glittered off the impressive chandeliers and made the women’s jewelry sparkle even brighter. White-jacketed servers carrying trays of fizzing champagne wended between the beautifully dressed glitterati, and orchestral music trickled in from somewhere above. I grabbed a champagne flute from a tray as it whooshed past and downed it in one gulp. May as well drink their shitty booze while I was here.

      Tonight I didn't need to climb through a window. No, tonight I was hiding in plain sight. My skin-tight black evening gown flowed to the floor, showing off my every curve. It was simple, but for the back, which was completely open, dipping almost to my ass. I’d left my hair loose, curled over my shoulder like Jessica Rabbit, and paired the dress with a simple black mask to match the occasion. Thankfully, the Esposito Annual Gala was always a masquerade, so I could go relatively undetected.

      That was not true for most of the guests. Masks or not, you could always tell who the most high-profile guests were. Giovanna and Nicolai Esposito, for example, were not fooling anyone. Partly because Nicolai wore a black mask over only the right half of his face, like a dark phantom of the opera. I snorted as I passed him and his mother chatting to the Governor and his wife. Fucking prick.

      The Hotel Esposito was just the latest business endeavor of the Esposito Family. An old crime family, who in recent years had tried to distance themselves from their century long mafia affiliation and appear to go legit. Of course, they hadn’t. They owned three major hotels in St. Adrian, and one in nearby New Forge, all of which were a front for a massive prostitution ring. It was the world's most high-class whorehouse, and it was happening right under the city's nose.

      The former patriarch, Alessandro Esposito, had straight up been the Mayor of St. Adrian before he died five years ago of what was reported as a heart attack, brought on by stress during his run for Governor. From what I’d heard, his son, Nicolai, had just finished college, which was a fucking joke. Nicolai ran the Gentlemen, one of the largest and longest running criminal organizations on the East Coast. The original “gentlemen” were just Nicolai’s great-grandfather and his brothers, but now it was hundreds of men, most of whom weren’t actually part of the Esposito family. It didn’t matter what their names were, though. The Espositos and The Gentlemen were one in the same. They were in so deep with the cops and courts of this city, it was impossible to catch them on anything. If you wanted justice against the Espositos, you had to take it the old-fashioned way. Eye for an eye.

      I’d never actually spoken to Nicolai, but I’d love nothing more than to wipe that condescending smirk off his stupid fucking face. I wasn’t usually violent unless provoked, but I could make an exception for him.

      Tearing my eyes away from the Espositos, I scanned the room for my primary targets. Brian had given me my list in the car—passed on to him by my dad. There were a couple of influencers here wearing jewelry on loan from Cartier and Buccellati worth a few hundred thousand each. Those were my first targets.

      I spotted one of the influencers across the room and made a beeline for her. Pretending like I was heading for the drink table behind her, I stepped abruptly into her path.

      “Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” I said, as she bumped into me.

      “Oh!” She looked surprised, which was fair. I had stepped out of nowhere in front of her.

      “No worries, that was me.” I brushed past her, dragging my long nails along her arm.

      The thing about pick pocketing was, it was all in the sleight of hand. She looked down at my hand on her arm, but she totally missed her necklace sliding off as she turned her head. Perfect.

      The music of the party swelled, and the crowd swallowed me up as I hurried away before she noticed what had happened and could get a better look at my face or outfit. I quickly stashed the jewels in my clutch and spun through the crowd to disappear. Tonight was off to a good start. The diamond bracelet I picked up earlier had to be worth at least a few thousand dollars, and the night was still young. I turned, looking for my next mark, and crashed directly into a solid wall. A wall that spoke.

      “Whoa, you aren’t on the guest list.” Large arms, wrapped around me, both steadying and holding me in place.

      My gaze snapped in the direction of the man’s voice, ready to tell him to fuck off, but my breath froze in my throat.

      His eyes were opposites, one such a light blue it neared white, and the other dark as night. He looked at me with an intensity that sent a thrill over my skin. My eyes scanned him, feeding the need to consume every detail.

      He was double my size and blocked out my view of the rest of the ballroom—not that there was anything else worth looking at right at the moment. His chestnut-brown hair was shaved on the sides and long on the top, falling just above his mis-matched eyes, and revealing detailed black ink that ran into his crisp white collar. Even through his tailored designer suit, I could tell he was all lean muscle. He was a juxtaposition between grace and predator. It made him ten times hotter that I couldn’t instantly figure him out.

      The tips of my fingers tingled, and I closed my grip not to reach out and trace the black lines of his tattoos. My cheeks flushed, and I raised my chin to meet his gaze. We’d stepped closer to each other, now mere inches apart. I should’ve felt intimidated. Scared. Fucking terrified by the way he watched me. Instead, blood rushed in my ears and my skin prickled with anticipation. Those devilish eyes glinted, and the corner of his mouth tipped up.

      “Would you like to get—”

      The stranger spoke, but was cut off as a young man holding a tray stepped towards us, effectively breaking the magnetic current the tattooed stranger held me under.

      “Sorry…what?” My voice was raspy as I tried to suck down air to control my breathing.

      “Did you want me to take that?” The server gestured toward the glass I held upside down over a puddle of champagne on the floor.

      “Yes, of course. Sorry about that.” I held the now empty glass toward the server, and he took it, not returning my smile. Oops.

      I turned a sharp look toward mis-matched eyes and huffed. “That was totally your fault.”

      “Guilty.”

      “Who are you?”

      His hand raised to his sharp jaw, and his thumb ran along his bottom lip. “Well, I think you should be answering that question since I’m on the guest list.”

      Shit… lie… I needed to lie. “I’m someone’s date.”

      The man’s eyebrows pinched in the middle, making a small crease. “Whose?”

      Dammit. I should've come up with a backstory before I got here, but God knows I didn’t expect anyone to actually ask. “I doubt you’d know him.”

      He laughed lightly, gaze roaming over me. He seemed to relax. “You’d be surprised.”

      It would be ridiculously irresponsible for me to get distracted while on a job, but I was not strong enough to resist this man. I looked him over, the last of my will power crumbling. “Are you some kind of YouTube influencer?”

      He smiled, showing straight white teeth, and humor filled his voice. “You don’t know who I am?”

      I choked on a laugh. “Full of ourselves, are we?”

      His smile broadened. “You have a great laugh.”

      I swallowed hard. His smile did wicked things to me. No man should look that good.

      “I wouldn’t say I’m an Influencer. I’m in tech.” His hand dropped to my elbow, and sparks burned up my arm with the contact.

      “Ah, so you’re here to spread your fancy crypto money around? That’s what all you tech guys are into now, right? Or is it space travel?” I gave my head a shake and pulled my gaze from him. I scanned the crowd, ignoring the magnetic energy pulling me toward him.

      He cleared his throat, voice low, dragging my attention back. “Do you think your mystery date would mind me taking a dance?” The word ‘date’ sounded a touch sharper than his others.

      He held out a tattooed covered hand toward me, and my gaze caught on the black roses that curled over his knuckles. I took a deep breath. It was a dance. God knew it had been a while.

      “Just one,” I said, smiling, and placed my hand in his.

      I gasped when he tugged on my hand until we were flush. The heat of his chest burning through my clothes. His smile was gone, replaced with dark, hooded, two-toned eyes. He led me into a dance I had practiced for hours with Sophie, specifically for jobs like this.

      “Not much of a talker?” I asked, as he moved me around the room in strong fluid motions.

      He chuckled and let out a breath. “You could say that. Is that a problem?”

      No. It really wasn’t. I bit my bottom lip, and his eyes tracked the motion, sending heat flooding between my thighs. I gave his shoulder a light squeeze. “Nope.”

      We turned around the room, skipping right through one song into the next, barely speaking. I would have thought he wasn’t interested if I hadn’t held his complete attention.

      When the song stopped, he slid his palm down the back of my arm and laced our fingers, sending a shiver down my spine. He pulled me through the crowd and kept looking back at me as if worried I’d disappear. I would…but for once I didn’t want to.

      I barely noticed when he tucked us into a corner, out of sight of most guests, but not exactly hidden. He raised his hand to my mask, sliding it up and over my face. My heart hammered in my chest, skipping every second beat as he lowered his mouth to mine. Just before our lips touched, his eyes went wide, and he stepped back, scanning over me like I was a completely different person.

      “Who did you say your date was again?” he asked. His voice was sharp, devoid of the heat it held over the last however many minutes.

      Something changed, and it was like an ice bucket was dumped on my head. I was in enemy territory, and I’d let my fucking guard down. I stalled, looking around, as a group of guests came closer.

      One… Two… Three… I dipped out of his arms and melded myself between the guests, hurrying until I knew he couldn’t spot me, and slid my mask in place. My breaths came out in pants. Something felt off, and I needed to get the hell out of here before I figured out what it was. I ducked into the coat room to get a hold of my rushing heartbeat, before I could get back out there and act normal. The entire job was blown, and I just needed to get out of here without being seen. I took several deep breaths, counting as my pulse slowed.

      Then, two deep male voices made me freeze.

      “This is stupid. What are we doing?” The first voice spoke fast and low.

      “No, I swear I saw the thief—” A second male voice. Was it familiar?

      “Come on, I’m on duty.”

      I didn’t move. I didn’t breathe. Fuck, what if they saw me take the necklace? First the painting, now this? I was usually better at my job. Just as I was considering whipping out my gun, the fabric of the coats parted and I blinked up into the familiar hazel eyes of the blonde guy from last night. Well, fuck.

      “Hey!” He grinned down at me. “It’s the little thief. I have to say, I didn’t think I’d see you again so soon. Ballsy.”

      “Did you think you’d see me again at all?” I asked, despite myself.

      “Of course.” His hazel eyes danced with wicked delight. “As if you wouldn’t come back for more.”

      I snorted and tried to push past him, but he didn’t move, boxing me in—something that was becoming way too familiar.

      “Fuck off, Beck,” a voice said from over the blonde’s enormous shoulder. “She’s a security risk, not one of your groupies.”

      For some reason, that statement bothered me more than it should have. I gave myself a little shake and leaned around the blonde—Beck’s—shoulder to see who had spoken. My stomach dropped out the bottom. The tattooed stranger looked back at me, arms crossed in front of him. He looked pissed. No, he looked fucking livid. So much for that.

      He’d removed his jacket, and several guns were visible. Yeah, not one, several. He wasn’t trying to hide them, which implied they were supposed to be seen. A Gentlemen.

      Anger burned at my chest, tinged with the sting of embarrassment. I took a deep breath and reminded myself who I was. Alright then. I moved my leg so the slit in my dress fell open, displaying the Baby Desert Eagle I had strapped there and the six-inch knife right below it. Fair was fair.

      “She’s not afraid to use it, bro,” Beck said cheerfully. “My ear is still ringing.”

      My dance partner said nothing. Only glared down at me.

      “So, who are you, Little Thief?” Beck asked, tugging at the edge of my mask.

      Two-tone Eyes barked out a laugh. “Don’t believe this one. She’s full of lies.”

      “Me?” I asked, voice entirely too loud. “Okay, ‘Tech Guy.’”

      Beck’s eyes bounced between us. “Wait? Have you guys met?”

      I opened my mouth to reply, but nothing came out. There wasn't time, because at that moment too many things happened at once. The sound of the explosion hit half a second before the aftershock threw us to the floor. I had never been in an explosion, or even near one, but I assumed I would know what it sounded like. I didn’t.

      It was like a car accident, fireworks, and gunshots all rolled into one, amplified ten times over. Screams erupted from the ballroom as the floor seemed to tilt, and I was thrown onto the marble, Beck’s enormous body landing on top of me.

      “What the fuck!” Tech Guy yelled, his voice somewhere between anger and panic.

      “Are you okay?” Beck asked from on top of me, his face pressing into the back of my neck.

      “Yeah,” I grunted into the floor. “Get off me.”

      I got the impression he had been trying to help by jumping on me, but the guy was huge, and I didn’t totally appreciate having my face smashed into the marble by two hundred plus pounds of solid muscle. Well intended or not, that shit hurt.

      “Rush!” Beck rolled off me and spoke to Two-Tone Eyes. “Is your com online?”

      “No,” my dance partner said, already on his feet and backing out of the room.

      I scrambled to get up, my eyes darting all over. What the fuck. What the absolute fuck. That had to be a bomb. A tiny one, since we were still alive, but still.

      We were on the fifth floor, and I would bet the main entrance was blocked. That was okay though, I hadn’t planned to go out the main entrance, anyway. I needed to get to the staff stairwell. I picked up the hem of my dress, kicked off my shoes, and ran. My mask had gotten knocked off when we fell, but that was the least of my problems.

      “Wait!” Beck’s shout got lost in the panicked screams of the partygoers as I ducked low, making my way toward the swinging door behind the bar at the far end of the ballroom. Thankfully, it was unobstructed, as everyone else was pushing for the opposite exit. Everyone, that was, except two guys standing in the center of the now empty dance floor, lit by the bright golden glow of the chandeliers.

      Now I knew where Two-tone Eyes had gone. He had run off to find Nicolai Esposito, and the two of them were now speaking in low voices, while everyone else panicked around them. I paused at the door to the kitchens, watching the strange serenity of seasoned gangsters used to violence, completely ignoring all the terrified normal people.

      As if he could feel my eyes on him, Nicolai turned and looked right at me, making burning eye contact across the room. I held his piercing gaze for a moment before pushing open the swinging door and stepping into the stairwell beyond.

      I looked back at him, imagining my hate could burn him even from this distance. I hoped he could see it in my eyes—the promise that one day I would pay his family back for what they did to mine. He watched me right back, and in the last second before the door swung shut, I winked.
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      I stormed into my dad’s office, red hair flying out behind me. Bits of rubble fell from the fabric of my ruined dress onto the carpet, and I wiped ash from my cheek as every eye in the room turned to look at me. Ugh.

      The room was already full when I entered, despite the late hour. My dad, tall, grey-haired and tattooed, sat behind his huge cherry wood desk, his hands folded in the perfect picture of an old Hollywood gang leader. My mom, from whom I’d inherited my red hair and green eyes, was perched on the edge of the desk wearing a black Dior dress with a matching blazer. My parents were surrounded by three of their security guys. The closest, Connor, turned and beamed at me. I couldn’t muster more than a nod for him.

      “Well, that went fucking well,” I snapped, by way of greeting.

      “Language,” my mother scolded.

      “Leave the girl the fuck alone, Mary,” my dad said. “If she’s going to fuck up jobs like an adult, she may as well talk like one.”

      I blinked at him. He couldn’t be fucking serious, right? Right? My dad was an asshole, but blaming me for this was low, even for him. That aside, I was a fucking adult, so the whole thing was typical passive aggressive bullshit.

      My dad was the leader of the Mount Summer Mob, named for my great-grandfather’s house on Mount Summer Street in the South End of St. Adrian. Our businesses supported the local economy, and our members policed the area—sometimes literally since we had lots of guys on the force. As long as you didn’t cross the river into the North End, everything was good. The North End was where good men went to die and I went to steal. No one worth a damn lived on that side of the line.

      “It wasn’t my fault the hotel got bombed.” I grimaced, my breath still coming in heavy pants from my quick ascent up the stairs to the office.

      “You could have gotten in and out faster,” said Dad.

      “How? I was in there for less than twenty minutes. You can ask Brian.” I looked furiously to our head of security, who just nodded, mutely. Coward.

      “What are you wearing?” my mother asked, eying my outfit as though that was the most pressing thing. You would think I walked in naked.

      “Sorry,” I said, not feeling sorry at all. “Next time I’m in a bombing I’ll change before attending the debrief.”

      My dad rolled his eyes. “Did you get anything?”

      I slammed a bracelet, and a single jeweled necklace down on the desk. It was just so typical of my father to be more concerned with the payday than the fact that I’d been in a literal explosion. It didn’t surprise me, but it was still shitty.

      We didn’t even really need the money. We weren’t anywhere near as rich as the Espositos, but we weren’t hurting for anything. Running illegal weapons paid pretty well. My dad was just greedy and liked to fuck with my head.

      “Who bombed the hotel?” I asked. “Do we know?”

      Here was the problem: the only real enemy of the O’Rourke family was the Espositos and vice versa. I was pretty sure we hadn’t bombed the hotel because I had been inside, and my family liked me. At least a little? Well, I was useful anyway, if not expressly liked. So, that didn’t add up.

      My mother opened her mouth to reply but was silenced by a look from my father. “Where’s your sister?” he asked, instead of answering.

      I looked at him incredulously. For fuck’s sake. “I don’t know. I’ve been busy. You realize that, right?”

      My father raised an eyebrow at me, apparently deciding that question didn’t deserve a response. Fucking asshole. “Someone find Sophie and get her down here,” he barked at the security guys lingering against the wall.

      “Yes, sir,” Brian said, tapping at his phone. Two men left, the heavy door slamming behind them. Brian looked up again, his face ashen. “Um…sir?”

      “What?” A vein ticked in my father’s neck. This room, already too tight with six of us in here, felt tighter as his simmering rage sucked air from the room.

      “There are cars at the front gate requesting entry.”

      “Tell them to fuck off,” my dad and I said simultaneously, earning a snort of laughter from Brian. We didn’t get along. Hell, I didn’t even like my dad most of the time, but it was undeniable that he had trained me in his image.

      Brian held his phone out to show my father the security feed, obviously being streamed to him by the guard at the gate. “It’s Nicolai and Giovanna Esposito, sir…and their crew.”

      I choked. No fucking way. I couldn’t decide if that was impressive or insulting. It was ballsy, that was for sure.

      Instead of telling Brian to fuck off again, or possibly shooting him, as I expected, both my parents turned to look straight at me. Both their eyes held rage bubbling just below the surface.

      “What?” I feigned innocence.

      My mother crossed her arms over her chest. “Did anyone see you at the party?”

      “No,” I said, reflexively. “It was a masked ball.”

      Even as I spoke, doubt crept into the back of my brain. I was seen—by three people, actually. Surely, though, that didn’t matter. For one thing, those guys—even Nicolai Esposito—didn’t know who I was. For another, even if they did, it wouldn’t bring the entire Esposito family to our door the night they got attacked. This was unrelated. Well, probably not unrelated to the attack, but definitely unrelated to me.

      My father stood, his chair knocking into the wall behind him. “You’re sure?”

      “Yes. They’re probably just here because they think we bombed them.” I looked at my parents. “We didn’t bomb them, right?”

      “No.” My mother handed me her blazer. “Put this on, you’re covered in dust.”

      “I don’t know if this is going to cover it,” I deadpanned.

      She shrugged. “Stand in the back.”
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      Giovanna Esposito sat on one end of our long dining room table, lounging like she owned the place. My father sat on the opposite end, the vein in his neck on the verge of bursting. The situation was, to say the least, tense.

      “James,” Giovanna said finally, breaking the longest silence of my life.

      “Jimmy,” my father corrected.

      Giovanna smiled like a very mean cat. “I know.”

      I closed my eyes, half in horror, half in begrudging adoration. Giovanna was maybe fifty, with long black hair worn in a severe bun, and dark red lipstick. She was unusually beautiful, but her black eyes were cruel and calculating. She had changed out of her gala gown and into a white pantsuit. That suit made a powerful statement: I do not intend to spill any blood tonight; I don’t want to ruin my suit. That was likely the only reason she was allowed past our gate with her son and five hulking security guys in tow, all openly armed to the teeth.

      The other reason they’d been let in was because Giovanna was leading the party, and not Nicolai. It was a calculated move we could all see from a mile away, but a smart one. They weren’t here to attack. They wanted to talk.

      “Get to the point Gigi, we’re growing old here,” my dad spit.

      “I assume you heard our party was cut short?” Giovanna’s question was clearly rhetorical.

      “We did. Hard not to. The entire city shook.”

      Giovanna laughed lightly. “I doubt that.”

      Her security shifted behind her, their truly excessive amount of guns glinting in the light from the chandelier. To be fair, our security team was also armed, and I even had a couple of guns strapped to my legs, but still. Nicolai Esposito was packing more heat than I had ever seen one person carry in public. I got the impression that meant his mother was not armed, because he was hovering behind her like a fly over honey. He’d also elected to wear black rather than white. The better to hide blood stains with. Or maybe he just hadn’t changed since the gala.

      I had only ever seen Nicolai from far away or on TV, but up close I had to admit he was hot. Okay, ‘hot’ didn’t really cover it. Not that I cared because he was the devil incarnate, but from a purely scientific perspective he was possibly the best looking guy I’d ever seen—and I’d seen a few stupid-pretty men in the last twenty-four hours.

      His hair was black, short on the sides and long on the top, still perfectly gelled from the party. He was well over six feet tall and had high cheekbones and a sharp jaw, currently set tight in obvious annoyance. He didn’t want to be here any more than we wanted him here.

      I leaned out from behind my mother to stare at him, and he turned and looked right at me. His black eyes were assessing, sharp in the way they drank me in. One eyebrow ticked up slightly. I could have fucking kicked myself. I should not be staring at him, and now he’d caught me. Goddammit.

      “Well, how else would we have heard?” my father snapped, jolting me back to his conversation with Giovanna. “I don’t know why you’d want to show up here so soon after unless you had something to fucking say about it.”

      Was it my imagination, or did Giovanna’s eyes shift to me ever so briefly? I quickly looked at the floor and stepped further behind Patrick—my designated guard. Not that I couldn’t handle myself, but if bullets started flying, my two Baby Desert Eagles weren’t much compared to the heavy weaponry the security was carrying. Plus, I hadn’t had time to grab a ballistic vest.

      “I’m not accusing you of anything, James. Relax.” Giovanna steepled her fingers on the table. “I came to say I think it’s time we move forward with our plans.”

      “No.”

      I looked up, surprised. This time it was my mother who had spoken, her voice not as confident as the woman across the table, but just as loud.

      I glanced back and forth trying to work out the dynamic here. They were all speaking like they knew each other. Well. It was…confusing. This whole thing was confusing.

      “I apologize, Mary, but I don’t see any other options,” Giovanna said. “I’m ashamed to tell you we did not see this coming. We would have been better prepared with more manpower on the ground.”

      “You have hundreds at your disposal,” my mother snapped.

      “As do you, and your men would be better disguised on our side of the city.”

      I tried to follow the verbal tennis match. I wasn’t stupid nor naïve to this world, but this was eluding me. They couldn't possibly be talking about joining forces, right? That was ridiculous. Impossible. A complete fucking disaster.

      “We were going to wait two more years. I still don’t like this idea.” My mother furrowed her brow.

      “Quiet.” My dad put a hand up to silence my mother. “I agree. We should move forward now. It won’t be long until the South Side is targeted.”

      “Targeted by who?” I piped up.

      All eyes fell on me and I felt myself flush scarlet. I wasn’t usually the type to get overly embarrassed. Weird.

      It was Giovanna, rather than my father, who answered the question. “The Hatter.”

      I stared blankly at my dad. That name meant nothing to me, but clearly everyone else in the room was on the same page, based on their grim expressions.

      “What?”

      “Shut up,” my dad snapped.

      Across the room, Nicolai’s eyes narrowed at my father. Without looking at me, he spoke quietly, his voice smooth like warm honey. “The Hatter is the leader of The Trilogy. They’re a large street gang from the southern part of the state. In the last few years, they’ve grown enough to recruit in St. Adrian and start buying up properties on the East End.”

      I blinked. a new gang moving into St. Adrian was ridiculous. Unheard of. No one had ever bothered to try.

      “As I was saying,” my father growled, shooting me a dirty look. “I agree with Gigi. We should move forward with the plan, or next The Hatter and his crew will target Mount Summer.”

      “For all you know, you were being targeted,” said Nicolai, tapping the butt of his gun against the table.

      There was silence for a full beat. “What do you mean, boy?” my father barked.

      Nicolai’s lip curled into a sneer. He clearly did not appreciate being called “boy,” which was fair. He was in his early twenties at least, well educated, and the head of his family. He ignored my father completely, instead turning to look at me. “You were there tonight, correct? How do we know you weren’t the target?”

      My dad, not used to being so overtly dismissed, tapped his fingers on the table in agitation. I smiled despite the incredible seriousness of the situation. If that micro aggression was any indication, Nicolai and my father fucking hated each other. Maybe that was why Giovanna—“Gigi”—was facilitating?

      “Well, that’s interesting.” Giovanna smiled. “You wouldn’t be sending your girl to attack us, would you, James?”

      “Of course not,” my dad spit. “You know that’s not what this was. Raegan was at the party for unrelated reasons, and believe me, her being seen was not part of the plan and will be dealt with.”

      I winced, hearing the threat in his words. Great. My father’s punishments were unpleasant and often creative.

      Nicolai’s expression suddenly changed, going from quietly confident to confused. “Who the fuck is Raegan?”

      Before anyone could answer him the door to the dining room banged open. Immediately, everyone in the room, myself and my mom included, pulled a gun out of somewhere and pointed it at the newcomer. The only person who hadn’t whipped out a weapon was Giovanna, confirming my suspicion she was unarmed. Though that clearly didn’t matter, since her security was on top of things.

      “Jesus Christ!” my sister yelped, putting her hands up. “Can you not?”

      My heart banged against my ribs as I lowered my gun slightly, letting out the breath I was holding. My dad slammed his gun back onto the table. “Everyone, this is my daughter, Sophia.”

      My sister and I looked a lot alike. Same heart-shaped face, same green eyes and slightly freckled skin. She had dyed her naturally red hair blonde and chopped it to her shoulders, but other than that we could have been twins. Sophie smiled at me as she passed, ignoring everyone else.

      “Cute dress,” she whispered. “Love the dust. Very disaster chic.”

      I stifled a laugh as, one by one, everyone lowered their weapons. My gaze found Nicolai again. His expression had returned to neutral, but he was watching me. Or, more accurately, watching my hand as I stowed my gun back in its sheath at my thigh and let the fabric of my dress fall back over it. I swallowed thickly as he tore his gaze away from me and refocused on my sister, nodding to her as she sat next to my father.

      “Well, this has all been very entertaining,” Giovanna breathed. “But now that we’re all here, can we continue, please?”

      “Fine,” my father barked, putting both his elbows on the table.

      If I had to guess, I’d say the commotion had relaxed him. Giovanna was genuinely unarmed. His favorite daughter was back in his eye-line, and everything was right in Jimmy’s world for the time being.

      “There are two problems at hand,” Giovanna said, her slight Italian accent coming out at the end of her sentence. “The first is that laptops were stolen from several guests at the new hotel Esposito tonight. Obviously, the attack was merely a distraction. A violent one, but a distraction nonetheless.”

      “Who’s laptops?” I asked.

      “What’s the second problem?” my mother spoke over me.

      “The second problem is that The Hatter is getting bold,” my father answered for Giovanna, ignoring my question. “If The Trilogy has stolen information about them,” he nodded to Giovanna, “they’re likely also behind our men going missing over the last few weeks.”

      No one bothered to ask how many of our men had died or gone missing. That didn’t seem to matter, which only put me on higher alert.

      My mother looked concerned. “If we’re being targeted next, maybe we should relocate for a little while. Move Sophie to a safe house.”

      I was tempted to roll my eyes since only Sophie’s safety was of concern, but my mother had a point. Sophie was the only one on the compound with no tactical training. Maybe she should move.

      Nicolai stepped around his mother to face my father more directly. “The most pressing thing right now is that one of those stolen laptops had information on it that could be problematic if it were to see the light of day. Retrieving it is our top priority.”

      “So?” My father sneered. He obviously wasn’t that concerned about what the Esposito’s thought was the most pressing issue.

      “So, no other business is more important than that.” Nicolai eyed me. “She broke into our hotel without tipping off my security. Twice.”

      I winced, my heartbeat kicking up a notch. I didn’t want to ask how he knew about the first time. I was pretty sure it was blonde with a sexy as fuck lip piercing.

      Dad crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back in his chair. “And what of it?”

      “Can you do that again?” Nicolai directed the question to me this time.

      I waited a beat before answering, unsure what to say. “What, break into a hotel? Was it supposed to be hard?”

      Nicolai barked a humorless laugh, his eyes calculating. “I need her. Name your price.”

      My stomach churned at his words. He might need me, but I needed to stay the fuck away from him. I needed to go near the Espositos like I needed a hole in the head. Actually, the last time a member of my family got too close to them, they literally got a hole in the head.

      “Raegan isn’t part of the deal,” my father argued. “She’s an asset to Mount Summer, and she’s going to stay with the family.”

      Nicolai’s lip curled again. “Ah, but what are we doing here, Jimmy? Aren’t we supposed to be becoming one big happy family?”

      I coughed and a few eyes turned toward me. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      It really sounded like we were talking about an alliance which was so many levels of batshit I couldn’t even begin to fathom it. The rivalry between my family and the Espositos went back generations, well before my father or Nicolai’s parents took over control of the organizations. It was an old feud, steeped in a turf dispute and a gang war that had resulted in casualties on both sides.

      The story goes that our great-grandpas were best friends. Raised together, fought in the war together, they were thick as thieves. That was until the heartless backstabbing Esposito betrayed my great-grandfather, effectively stealing the business they’d spent years building. My grandma vowed to take them down, and we’d been fighting ever since. Fighting that had gotten considerably worse in the last ten years. That my parents had any sort of relationship with Giovanna Esposito was news to me, and I didn’t like surprises.

      “Quiet,” my father said again.

      “Are we really talking about joining forces with them?” I spoke only to my dad. “You can’t be serious. Dad, what about Marcus?”

      “Shut your fucking mouth, Raegan,” my father growled at me

      “We were discussing the laptop,” Nicolai said loudly. “If you all don’t fucking mind, I have things to do tonight that don’t involve your family shit.”

      Giovanna laughed, throwing her son an indulgent look. “True. We conduct most of our business at night, you know. We’re on the clock, so—” She snapped her fingers a couple of times.

      My father gritted his teeth at me, silently daring me to speak again. I stepped back, fuming.

      “Right,” Dad said, pushing his sleeves up to his elbows.

      “As was pointed out earlier, you’ll likely be targeted next,” Nicolai said smoothly. His education and high-born way of speaking was all the more noticeable when pitted against my father, who was blue collar through and through.

      “What of it?” Dad snapped.

      “I want her.” Nicolai nodded at me. “In exchange I’ll take Sophia too. Our hotels have better security than your compound.”

      “I am not fucking going anywhere with him,” I blurted out, my hand falling involuntarily to my gun.

      Nicolai’s smile broadened at my words, reaching his eyes this time. Holy fuck, it shouldn’t have been legal to look like that.

      Dad seemed to think about it. “Sophie should go to the hotel, but as you can see Raegan would be difficult.”

      I seethed. Difficult? I’d show them fucking difficult.

      “I want the thieving one or no deal,” Nicolai said flatly. “Consider it a favor. They can move into the hotel until the items are returned and the danger from The Trilogy has passed.”

      I opened my mouth again, but this time Sophie reached over and pinched my arm. I glanced at her. “STOP,” she mouthed.

      “What if it doesn’t pass?” my mother asked. “How do you plan to handle this?”

      “Mary,” my father said in a warning tone. “That’s the whole point of all this, you know that.”

      “Exactly,” Nicolai said smoothly. “With twice as many men on the ground it should be no difficulty to be rid of The Hatter. We’ll exterminate them by the end of the summer.”

      Giovanna looked up at her son. “But what about—”

      “I know,” he cut her off, not elaborating further.

      “And while this, um, extermination is going on, Sophie and I are just supposed to hide in your hotel?” I asked, incredulously. “Do I get a say in this?”

      “No,” Nicolai and my father said at the same time.

      I blinked at the pair of them in stunned silence. Motherfuckers. It seemed like there was one thing they could agree on. Being complete and total controlling assholes.
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      “Three… four… five.” I counted as my sister’s suitcases came out of the house. “You know we’re only going across the river. You didn’t need to pack everything you own.”

      “Yeah, I did. We don’t know how long we’re going to be there. Plus, do you know how many events and parties the Esposito’s have?” Sophie’s voice went up an octave with each word until she was practically chirping out the syllables.

      “I doubt we’ll be attending any parties, Soph. This is gang warfare, not fucking Gossip Girl.”

      Connor, one of our long-time security guards, laughed as he hauled the last of her bags into the truck. Connor turned toward me and mimed putting a gun to his shaved blonde head. He pulled the trigger and imitated the sound of a gunshot. His plain brown eyes shined and his mouth twitched at the corner, ruining any attempt at appearing exasperated.

      He and I had been friends for as long as I could remember. If anyone understood the trials of my sister, it was him.

      Sophie glared at us, arms crossed, nose bunched up in mock outrage. “Don’t come asking me when you’ve forgotten something,” she said, her voice vibrating as she tried not to laugh.

      Connor and I dissolved into laughter. I wrapped my arm around Sophie’s waist and rested my head on her shoulder. “Awe, don’t be like that. Where else would I find the perfect shade of pink shoe?”

      It honestly felt good to laugh, like this wasn’t the most fucked up situation ever. We were all avoiding talking about it on purpose.

      It had only been two hours since the Gentlemen marched back out of our house, got in their motorcade, and left. We had an hour to pack and, in my father’s words, “Get our asses in gear.” I couldn’t decide what was pissing me off the most. That we were in danger from some shadowy unknown new gang, or that apparently Mount Summer had been in touch with The Gentlemen and no one told me. How the fuck did my parents have a standing arrangement already in place with them to work together? What did that agreement even mean? I had so many questions, my head was spinning.

      The thing that was really getting me was no one had even wanted to discuss Marcus. I had been only thirteen when my brother was murdered in the last gang war. A lot of Mount Summer men were killed that summer. A lot of Gentlemen too, from what I’d heard. The whole thing stopped when both Marcus and Nicolai’s older brother, Dante, were killed in a shootout.

      Both sides called a tentative truce to hold the funerals. A peace that had been kept ever since, though, only so long as we stayed on our own sides of the city. If you crossed the divide, it was open season. Today, Sophie and I were crossing the divide, and we were just supposed to believe everything was all sunshine and rainbows now? Yeah, no. I wasn’t born fucking yesterday.

      “Is everything in there yours, or should I check your bags for stolen goods?”

      I nearly jumped out of my skin at the deep words spoken so close, I felt them against my neck. I spun, coming face-to-face with familiar, mismatched eyes.

      “Hey...” I said slowly.

      He didn’t reply.

      The tattooed stranger from last night had snuck up behind me, entirely too quiet for someone so big. He’d changed out of his suit into jeans, and a soft, dark-gray shirt that showed off every muscle that his suit had only hinted at. My breath hitched in my throat, momentarily stunned. Goddamn, he was melt into a puddle hot.

      I took a few beats to get a grip on myself. The gala could’ve been even more of a disaster than it already was. I shuddered at the thought of my dad’s reaction to my hanging all over a Gentlemen. A Gentlemen who now stared at me like I was the devil incarnate.

      Good. I needed to be reminded of exactly who we were to each other. Enemies.

      This wasn’t some Romeo and Juliet shit. We weren’t about to switch sides and become martyrs all because of one dance. No matter how soul-shattering it was.

      “Why, did you want to search it?” I gave him a smirk. “I think you just want to get your hands on my panties. I’m not really into that type of thing.”

      “Liar,” he responded, without missing a beat. “You would beg me to put my hands down your panties.”

      “That’s not—” I spluttered.

      He glared at me. “I’m Rush. You’re Raegan, right? The deceiving daughter of the head of Mount Summer.”

      “Wait, what? You think I didn’t tell you who I was to get something from you? I legit thought you were a guest at the gala.” My eyebrows pinched and my nose scrunched. “It’s disgusting you think I’d get so close to one of your kind.”

      His eyes darkened on me, dropping to my mouth. A shiver ran through my body. That was definitely not caused by the million degree weather.

      “What kind of name is Rush, anyway?” I asked.

      He raised a dark eyebrow. “It’s a nickname, but I’ll be sure to remember that you disapprove.”

      Connor stepped between us, partially tucking me behind him. “Why don’t you back the fuck off?” His voice had lost any playfulness from before, edged with a little too much aggression. “Who are you, anyway?”

      “The Espositos were concerned the girls wouldn’t get to the hotel in one piece without an escort.”

      I peeked around Connor’s arm, noting that Rush hadn’t exactly answered his question. They both stood with their arms crossed with scowls on their faces. The air practically smelled of testosterone.

      I smirked at him and filled my voice with sass. “You mean, you were worried we wouldn’t show.”

      Rush’s eyes bore into mine. “Something like that.”

      “They have an escort,” Connor said.

      Rush pushed his chestnut hair out of his eyes. “You?”

      “Yeah. Jimmy wants to make sure they’re safe, I’m supposed to go with them.”

      “No.”

      “Yes,” Connor snapped.

      “Okay,” I shrugged. “Whip ‘em out, why don’t you?” Fuck me. “I’m going to get my stuff, let’s get this nightmare circus on the fucking road.”

      I didn’t care if Connor came with us or not, but the fact that my dad sent him was sort of out of character. Well, maybe not. Maybe Connor was supposed to guard Sophie. I wished there’d been time to ask, but everything happened so fast.

      I reached for the handle on my suitcase, but Rush’s hand grabbed it first, not bothering to look at me. He tossed the bags into the trunk of his blacked out Range Rover. “Don’t bother. You’re coming with me.”

      My mouth dropped open. “No, I’m not. Stand down, Psycho.”

      Even as I spoke, I admired the tinting on the windows of the car. It wasn’t the normal bullet resistant glass favored by your average street-thug. It was the 6cm bullet proof version with a layer of polycarbonate on the inside. The president used that shit.

      “Let’s not make this difficult.” Rush sneered at me.

      “What’s difficult? I am not getting in the car with you, I’m not insane.” Our van may not have been armor plated, but still, there was no way I was locking myself into a car with the enemy. No matter how hot he was.

      Rush looked toward our van. “There’s no way you and your stuff are fitting in with hers. If you don’t come with me, you’ll have to make two trips and let’s face it, I don’t trust you to show up.”

      Dammit, that was reasonable. Plus, his chuckle damn near killed me. Maybe he was just hired help, and not a sworn Gentlemen? No, I’d seen him speaking directly to Nicolai, he was probably inner circle. Fuck. I wished I could see his other arm to check for tattoos.

      “Help me out here,” I said to Sophie. “We’ve got to stick together.”

      She eyed Rush up and down and gave me a devious smile. “Actually, I think you should go with him. He’s…” she checked Rush over again. “Packing. I’m sure I’ll be leaving you in capable hands. I’ll go with Connor to be safe.”

      I sent her a telepathic, “Thanks for nothing,” but she just laughed. She’d been on my case for months about my dry spell, and the look she was giving me said this was the guy to end it with. Last night, I’d have completely agreed, but in the light of day it was never going to happen. Plus, she wasn’t as aware of the inner workings of Mount Summer as I was. Obviously, she knew how Marcus died, but she hadn’t spent every day for the last ten years having it drilled into her head that the Gentlemen were the enemy and it was her job to protect the family from them at all costs.

      “It’s for your own good, Rae,” she whispered.

      “Traitor,” I murmured.

      “I heard that.”

      Connor immediately objected. “Absolutely fucking not. We stay together as a unit. I’m in charge of your security today and we aren’t risking splitting up.”

      “Yeah, isn’t that the first rule in survival movies? Stay together?” I piped up.

      Connor's eyes crinkled at the corners and he looked smug to have me on his side, but Rush ignored us and stepped in close to me. His mouth dipped to my ear. “Come on, I won’t bite.” The gleam in his eyes told me differently. That if I let him, he’d do more than bite. Fuck… that was tempting.

      I lifted my hair off my neck. My nape was already damp with sweat. It was well past midnight, but still the August heat hadn’t let up, and we’d been hauling luggage for the last hour. My clothes clung to me and my skin felt sticky with the humidity. I just wanted to get inside and take a shower. I looked over at Rush. An ice-cold one.

      “The Range Rover has air-conditioned seats.” Rush’s lips curled into a grin that had my breath catching in my throat. He immediately schooled his face, but I’d seen it. The same grin from last night. The one before we’d realized who each other was.

      I groaned. “Fine.”

      I thoroughly questioned my sanity as I sank onto the tan leather seat and tried not to moan at how comfortable it was. What Rush didn’t know was I wasn’t a flight risk. My dad had ordered me to the hotel, so that’s exactly where I’d go.

      Getting in a vehicle with the enemy was preferred to waiting around in the killer heat for the van to circle back to get me. The Rover practically screamed, “I have money.” It was a stark reminder that compared to the Espositos, my family was blue collar rich. We could afford the Range Rover brand, but we were buying the base model, not this top-of-the-line beast. Hell, this shit was probably custom made.

      The SUV sank with Rush’s weight when he settled himself behind the wheel. Even seated, he was large compared to me. His body took over his entire side, and his arm rested on my side of the center console, his rose covered tattooed fingers flexing.

      “Like what you see?” His lips tipped up in a devilish smirk.

      Yes. The fine leather seat stuck to my back for an entirely new reason as heat flushed through me. Thank God I had enough control not to say that out loud. His smile, coupled with those mismatched eyes, was deadly.

      “Not really my taste, to be honest.”

      “Whatever you say.”

      To my mortification, we both knew I’d been all over him last night, but he’d been the same. The way he kept looking at me like I’d betrayed him told me loud and clear that it hadn’t been a scheme to corner a member of Mount Summer. He hadn’t known who I was, either.

      He hit a few keys on the huge LED screen, and cool air jetted out of my seat. Groaning, I closed my eyes and tried to forget who sat next to me. My muscles still ached from being tossed to the ground by the explosion. Beck’s heavy body landing on me probably didn’t help, either. Apparently being huge and gorgeous was a job requirement for the Gentlemen.

      My skin cooled, and I finally returned to my senses. We might’ve been working together now, but they were still the enemy. I shifted in my seat and checked that my guns were still positioned properly underneath my thin jacket. I might be going there to work with them, but the Esposito’s being anything but our sworn enemies was going to take time to get used to.

      Rush kept his attention on the road as we merged with traffic. “Still carrying around those Baby Eagles?”

      “Yup.” I popped the P.

      “Big guns for a little girl,” he said in a condescending tone.

      I gave him a skeptical side eye. “I can handle it, thanks.”

      “We’re going to be living together. The least you could do is hold half a conversation.”

      “I’m surprised you want to talk to me at all.”

      “Why?” He raised an eyebrow. “What better way to learn about the enemy.”

      I furrowed my brow. “You do work for Nicolai Esposito, right?”

      Rush choked on a genuine laugh. “Call him Nicolai to his face and please, promise me you’ll wait for me to take my phone out so I can film it. That would make my whole year.”

      He seemed to flip back and forth between hating me, and a slip of the guy I’d met last night. I frowned. I needed to remember that last night was a fluke.

      The familiar mega mansions of the newly rich flew by my window. The closer we got to the city, the more congested the housing became until the yards disappeared, completely replaced with sky-high buildings.

      Rush was quiet, driving on the triple lane highway. He occasionally glanced my way, but his eyes darted continuously between all his mirrors. The realization that he was looking for something sank in.

      “Are we being followed?”

      He didn’t look at me. “Black truck three cars behind.”

      I spun in my seat and barely made out the vehicle.

      “Watch.” Rush’s voice was a command. It ran through me, pooling at my core. When we changed lanes, the truck followed a second or two later. I wouldn’t have noticed had Rush not pointed it out. We were in the far-left lane and I was sure we were going to miss the bridge exit, but suddenly he gunned it and we swerved around four cars, just barely making it. The truck flew past, unable to follow.

      I sat back in my seat, heart hammering in my chest. The adrenaline sent tingles over my skin that was hot. Not that I’d admit that to him. “Jesus, warn a girl, won’t you?”

      He shot me a knowing smile. “What? We had to lose them. You weren’t scared, were you?”

      Not scared…worse. I was turned the fuck on. I shifted in my seat, squeezing my legs closer together. I resisted looking his way as his chuckle filled the car. Somehow, he knew.

      “This is going to be fun,” he said.

      “Just don’t kill me before we get there. I’d hate to piss off your boss.” My voice practically dripped with sarcasm.

      “Nico is not my boss.” He took his gaze off the road and directed it at me.

      “Aren’t you a member of the Gentlemen?”

      His lips became a flat line. “Yes.”

      “Then he’s your boss,” I surmised.

      “We’ve been friends for a long time. We grew up together. Technically, I guess, sure I work for the Esposito family, but I also wouldn’t hesitate to shoot Nico if he ever pointed that out.”

      I couldn’t decide if he was joking. Probably, since having met Nicolai, I assumed he liked to remind everyone around him he was the boss at every opportunity. I could relate.

      “Fine, then I’d hate to keep your ‘friend’ waiting,” I said sarcastically.

      Rush raised an eyebrow at me, the heat in his expression enough to make me moan. “You’d be surprised. He might like that. I know he’d sure as fuck like punishing you after.”

      I blinked. Nicolai was a self-important asshole who thought he could control my life. So why does the truck suddenly feel so hot?
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        * * *

      

      Rush’s insane driving got us to the hotel well before the others. It was a massive building—forty-seven floors. I counted. The entire thing was made of glass and steel, giving it a sleek, modern look, but the jacketed door man out front of the revolving doors added an air of old world elegance. The Espositos were on an entirely different level of rich. This was just the newest of their four hotels. Well, three now, since the one on the waterfront was out of commission. Oops.

      I stepped out of the car and was immediately met by a bellhop. He passed me an ice-cold water bottle that I finished in three heaping gulps. I turned to find Rush staring at me. My cheeks heated, knowing how I must have looked with sweat plastering my hair and clothes to my skin. Still, his eyes hooded—you’d think I was standing there naked. I broke eye contact with Rush and thanked the bellhop. He smiled genuinely at me, and I liked him instantly. “Ms. O’Rourke, we’re here to help you. Anything you need just ask.”

      I checked his name tag. “Thank you…Christopher, I’ll take you up on that.”

      Rush walked past me into the hotel, and I stood for an extra second debating going in. If there was ever a moment to disappear, it was right now. His head popped out, and he sneered at me. “Now, Mount Summer.”

      The lobby of the Esposito’s Main Street Hotel was surprisingly empty when our group pushed through the revolving doors, luggage in tow. The ceilings were vaulted with modern chandeliers reflecting off the polished marble floors. Black leather chairs and chaise lounges surrounded spindly gold tables, with artfully decorated plants spread every few feet. Some interior designers had spent a lot of time in here, making everything look like it had popped right off Pinterest.

      I eyed the pretty brunette woman at the marble check-in desk, then turned to Rush, who was hovering behind me. “Do I talk to her, or are you going to tell me where my room is?”

      Sophie walked into the lobby just in time to hear the tail end of our conversation. “Rae,” she hissed under her breath. “Don’t be rude.”

      I ground my teeth. I felt completely justified in being rude. Sophie and I were definitely on the same page about not wanting to be here, but I was pretty sure her reasoning was more about not wanting to disrupt her comfortable lifestyle. I was more concerned about walking directly over enemy lines without a full picture of why we were here. I wanted answers about the bombing, more information on The Hatter and The Trilogy, and answers about what exactly Nicolai wanted from me. Like yesterday. One very attractive Gentlemen would not distract me from how fucked up this whole thing was.

      Before I could voice any of this, the elevator at the end of the long marble lobby dinged, and the doors opened, revealing two unwelcome, familiar faces.

      Beck and Nicolai—Nico?—stepped out of the elevator and strode toward us. I supposed it shouldn’t have surprised me that they knew each other. I’d assumed Beck was a Gentlemen, and he’d been talking to Rush before he ran off to find Nico, even so, something about this familiarity was off. There were literally hundreds of Gentlemen all over the North Side of the city. What were the odds that I’d run into the two that seemed to be in Nico’s inner circle?

      The difference in both their expressions and demeanor was almost laughable. Beck, sunny, blonde, and dressed like he’d come from the beach, was beaming at me like I was an early Christmas present. Nico, meanwhile, still wore the all-black suit he’d worn in my father’s dining room. His expression was completely flat as he scanned from me to my sister and back.

      “Hey, Little Thief,” Beck called, his voice echoing in the cavernous room. “You’re back. Nice.”

      My sister turned and stared at me with wide eyes. “Why do you suddenly know so many guys I don’t? What is happening?”

      I just grunted in reply, not wanting to have any kind of conversation with her in front of these guys. I loved her, but she was super embarrassing.

      “You came,” Nico said, addressing me through cold eyes.

      I frowned. “I thought you said I didn’t have a choice?”

      “You don’t, but I thought I’d have to send someone to drag you back here by the fucking hair.” The glint in his eyes said he was totally serious.

      “Chill, man.” Beck clapped Nico on the shoulder. “Stay that intense and you’re going to have a heart attack before you’re thirty.”

      Nico ignored him, instead glancing from me to Rush. “How was the drive?”

      “Fine. Only one incident, but we lost them quickly.”

      Nico’s eyebrow rose. “On your car or the other car?”

      “Mine.”

      Nico stared at me again, as if putting a puzzle together. “Why is she with you, then?”

      Before Rush could reply, Connor interrupted by dragging in the last of Sophie’s suitcases.

      “You can give your guns to Rush before you come upstairs,” Nico said, distracted.

      I snorted. “Yeah, no.”

      Nico set his jaw. “No one has weapons in the hotel except for us.”

      “Make an exception then, because I’m not staying if I can’t defend myself.”

      “You know you’re here so we can protect you, right?” Beck asked.

      “No, Sophie is here to be protected. I’m here because this one is fucking insane.” I jerked my head at Nico.

      Nico raised his eyebrows. I wondered if anyone had ever talked to him like that before. Whatever.

      “It’s not just you, this is a universal rule for all guests,” Rush said, looking the slightest bit sympathetic.

      I squared my shoulders. Behind me, Sophie groaned audibly and muttered something that sounded suspiciously like “you’re going to lose,” but I couldn’t tell who she was referring to.

      “Well, then you’ll have to strip search me, because I can hide a weapon practically anywhere and you can have them over my cold, dead, naked body,” I said.

      Beck laughed, his eyes flashing with undisguised heat. “I volunteer for that job.”

      Nico looked like he was going to hit someone. “Fine. Fuck it. Let her keep them. I don’t care. It’s too early to deal with this shit.”

      He was right. It was nearing four in the morning, and we had all been up all night. I still had ash in my hair from the explosion, and Nico clearly hadn’t even changed from the gala. The only person who looked even remotely bright eyed and bushy tailed was Beck, but maybe he was just built that way.

      We had to take five different elevators upstairs, mainly because of all Sophie's luggage. Somehow, I found myself alone in the elevator between Beck and Rush, with only my single rolling suitcase for company. It could have been worse. At least Nico steered clear. Maybe he was afraid I’d shoot him.

      The doors opened on the forty-sixth floor, only one away from the top. We stepped out into a long, white carpeted hallway. I glanced around in confusion.

      “Where are all the guest rooms?”

      “This is one of the executive levels. There’s only three suites up here,” Beck said.

      I raised my eyebrows as I followed him down the hall, Rush staying close behind me. The rooms must have been fucking huge if there were only three. I wondered what was on the other side of the hall.

      “Yours is the middle one.” Rush paused in front of a plain mahogany door.

      “Yeah? Whose rooms are those?” I asked, feeling like I already knew the answer.

      “Rush is on the left,” Beck said, coming up behind me. “I’m on the right. There’s a connecting door between our rooms. Feel free to leave it open,” he muttered against my ear.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure it’s dead bolted at all times.” His laugh sent a shiver down my skin that I hoped he didn’t notice.

      “Where’s Sophie’s room?” I glanced around as if another door would magically appear.

      “She’s on the floor above us with Nico,” Rush answered, tone hard.

      I spun to face him so fast I lost my balance. Beck’s quick arms caught me around my waist and tugged me closer. Whoa, déjà vu.

      “Why?” I asked.

      He shrugged, and for the first time today didn’t meet my eyes. “Don’t look at me like that. I didn’t make the sleeping arrangements.”

      “Whatever.” I pushed open the door to my room and turned back to the boys. “Do I get a key or something?”

      Beck pulled a plastic key card out of his jeans pocket and handed it to me with a wink. “Here. Are you going to invite us in?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Not on your life.”

      Beck sighed dramatically. “Well, don’t forget the adjoining doors if you need anything. Literally…anything. I’m right there.”

      “Yeah, I get it.” I slammed the door in their faces and leaned against the wood, breathing heavily like I’d just run a marathon. Oh my God. What the actual fuck had I just gotten myself into?
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      Several hours later, someone knocked on the door of my suite. I groaned, rolling over in the amazingly comfortable hotel bed. “Fuck off!”

      Whichever one of my new “roommates” was at the door had picked a bad time. I was betting it was Beck. He seemed like the type to lick a cactus just to see what would happen, and I was feeling damn prickly.

      “Open up, Rae!” My sister’s voice drifted through the door.

      My eyes snapped open. Well, apparently those guys had some self-preservation instincts after all. Either that, or they were still asleep. It was only like 9:00AM, and we didn’t get into bed until 4:30AM.

      Wishing there was a way to unlock the door remotely, I pulled myself up with a groan and padded across the room. My guess that the rooms on this floor were huge had been correct. It wasn’t just a room, it was a suite with a capital S. I had a little kitchen, a sitting room, a bedroom, and a bathroom that was the same size as my bedroom at home. The bathroom had both a shower and a tub the size of most commercial hot tubs. I guess if I had to be living in enemy territory, at least the room could have been worse.

      I opened the door and Sophie bounced in, the smell of takeout food wafting in with her. “You look awful.”

      “Thanks,” I snapped.

      She probably wasn’t wrong. Exhaustion filled my bones, and my bruises from the explosion were turning an awful shade of purple. I needed to crawl into bed and die for a few more hours. My stomach growled loudly, and I grabbed the takeout bag from my sister’s hands.

      “You are a fucking Godsend,” I said while pulling out a Chinese takeout container. “Who was open this early?”

      “Nico’s staff just have a list of restaurants on call, isn’t that cool? I figured you forgot to eat.” Sophie plopped herself down on the couch.

      “Mmmhmm.” I often forgot to eat when I came back from jobs, too tired or injured to do much but pass out. Sophie was good about remembering to order takeout.

      I frowned down at the noodles. Who had restaurants on call? The Espositos sucked so hard. Did it make me a traitor to eat their special food? Awe fuck it, I’d worry about that later.

      “How’s your room?” I asked.

      “Fine. It’s basically like this.”

      “Yeah, super nice prison cells,” I snarked.

      “Come on Rae, it’s not that bad. It’s not like we can’t leave the building, we’re just supposed to be lying low here for a bit.”

      “You have to admit that’s weird. Like, why? Why here? Did you even know Dad knew Giovanna?”

      She shook her head. “No, but he doesn’t tell me anything. I figured if anyone knew it would be you.”

      “Nope.” I frowned bitterly. “This is all fucking batshit if you ask me.”

      She gave me a little pat on the back, like I was the only one upset and she was trying to comfort me, which only annoyed me more. I stuffed some noodles in my mouth to prevent myself from snapping at her.

      “Sooooo…the guys.”

      I looked up from shoveling another forkful into my mouth. “What about them?”

      “Don’t play coy with me. They have to be the hottest guys I’ve ever laid eyes on.”

      My brow furrowed. “Which one?”

      “Any? All?” She laughed.

      She wasn’t wrong, but it didn’t matter. I wasn’t about to go sleeping with the enemy. Literally. “Are you planning on making a move on one of them? Cause you know that’s a fucking terrible idea, right?”

      She turned on the couch and crossed her arms over the back so she could look at me. “Are you kidding me? Not one of those boys so much as glanced my way.” She laughed, but she didn't know they were watching me to make sure I didn’t steal anything. “The one with the black-and-white tattoos and the different colored eyes practically eye-fucked you in front of our house. I thought Connor was going to explode.”

      The back of my neck grew warm. He had not been eye fucking me. I was the one who spaced out for a second and forgot who I was talking to. That wouldn’t happen again. All those guys were Gentlemen first. “Don’t start up about Connor again. We’re friends.” She’d been on my case for years about him. Never going to happen.

      “Yeah, a friend who’s planning to marry you.”

      “What’s this, the seventeen hundreds? We’re not doing arranged marriages,” I mumbled, my mouth full of noodles.

      “Tell him that. You know he took the security job because of you, right? He wants Dad to take him seriously.”

      My mouth popped open. I’d never considered that. “What’s your point, Soph?” I went back to my food.

      “Nothing…just be careful with him. I know you think you’ve got a handle on him, but Connor looks at you like you're already his.”

      “We’ve been friends forever. Don’t look too deep into it.” Shrugging, I tossed the now empty takeout container into the trash. I’d demolished it.

      “He just wants to protect you,” she tried again.

      I snorted, then felt bad. “Sorry. I mean, Connor’s a big guy and all. I know he works out all the time, but let’s be real. I’m a way better shot. His function as security is really more for intimidation than actual protection.”

      “I’m just saying, don’t be surprised if all those boys get into a fight over you.” She grabbed my fork and stole a bite of noodles.

      The idea heated my skin, and I ducked my head, embarrassed. That image was kinda hot. “Drop it. Supposed eye-fucking or not, there’s a difference between being technically aware that another person has a body, and wanting to do something about it. No one is friends here.”

      “Awe, you’re no fun.” She stood from the couch, straightening her already perfect outfit. “There’s a pool upstairs. I bet at least one guy will be there.”

      A quick image of what the guys would look like shirtless flashed through my mind. Fuck, that was tempting, but sleep was already pulling me under. “I’m going to take a rain check on that one.” I gave her a quick hug and walked into my room, collapsing on my bed. Within seconds, I was dead to the world.
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        * * *

      

      I woke again sometime later, this time to the sound of voices in the hall. I tossed off my bright white comforter and stood, stretching. Still half asleep, I stumbled to the door and poked my head outside. Connor and Sophie stood outside, clearly in the middle of a heated discussion.

      “You’re back,” I yawned.

      “Sorry.” Sophie shrugged. “You’ve been asleep all day. We wanted to come check on you.”

      “She wanted to come check on you. I thought we should leave you alone,” Connor grumbled.

      I stifled another yawn. “Come in then.”

      Sophie frowned. “Don’t you want to come check out the hotel?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “No.”

      “Come on, we should at least get a sense of our surroundings.”

      I rolled my eyes at her so hard it was a miracle I didn’t injure myself. “Fine. Hang on, I need shoes.”

      “Maybe brush your hair?” she suggested.

      “Don’t push it.”

      An hour and a half later we were still wandering the hotel, and I wasn’t feeling any more enriched for having done it. It was a fucking hotel. There was a gym, a ballroom, and a couple of lounge areas. We found the dining room and the kitchens. Aside from that, it seemed like all the interesting stuff was up on the highest floors where our rooms were, and I was trying to avoid those areas.

      “Okay, I’m just saying, it could be worse,” Sophie said.

      “How?” Connor and I asked at the same time.

      “Jinx,” I muttered, and he rolled his eyes.

      “You guys, seriously. We are not twelve.” Sophie crossed her arms over her chest.

      “Speak for yourself,” I sighed. “Connor has definitely never matured past twelve. Have you, bud?”

      I expected Connor to laugh and throw a joke back at me, but he didn’t. He scowled and said nothing. Sophie shook her head, rolling her eyes.

      “I’m just saying, this isn’t the worst place Dad could have stuck us,” Sophie continued.

      “No one stuck me anywhere,” I grumbled. “I can leave as soon as I find whatever the hell Esposito lost in that explosion.”

      “Sure.” She waved her hand like that was the least of her concerns. “At least it’s comfortable. I feel like we’re pretty safe, and you have to admit, the guys are hot.”

      “Oh my God, not this again,” I groaned.

      “Agreed,” Connor called down the hall. “Not that shit again. They look like a fucking boy band, not a gang.”

      Sophie rolled her eyes but relented—definitely more for Connor’s sake than mine.

      I had to admit, she wasn’t wrong. Attractiveness had nothing to do with whether you liked a person, which was honestly too bad. It was just unfair that the most off-limits people had to be the hottest.

      “Okay, so I did some research,” Sophie told me as we walked down yet another hallway lined with identical hotel rooms.

      “Uh, huh.”

      “Do you even know how much this place cost to build?”

      “No.” I raised an eyebrow. “Why…do you? That’s weird, Soph.”

      “I may have gone down a Wikipedia rabbit hole last night, but it was super interesting. This is just one of the Esposito’s multiple hotels. Plus, they have that apartment building downtown and a couple of charitable foundations.”

      I crossed my arms. “And? We know that’s all a front. They’ve been pretending to be legit for years, doesn’t make it true.”

      “You know what I think?” Connor turned toward us so he was walking backward down the carpeted hall.

      “What?”

      “I think there’s something weird about this place.”

      “It’s a Mafia hotel, Connor.” I rolled my eyes. “If you haven’t seen someone get shot yet, I’d call that a win.”

      I was only half kidding. Okay, not really kidding at all. Whatever Connor thought was “weird” was probably just business as usual. We’d seen a bunch of armed guards walking around and a couple of suspiciously buff maids, but that was about it. As long as they didn’t fuck with me, I wasn’t going to fuck with them. We had a healthy respect thing going on.

      “You’re so desensitized, it’s weird.” Connor frowned.

      “You’re still so sensitive,” I countered. “That’s what’s weird.”

      Connor hadn’t been working for my dad all that long, but his family had been part of Mount Summer for ages. It was fucking baffling to me that he was so soft. Maybe I had high standards, though. My dad was a hardcore teacher, and not everyone had that.

      “Really though, have you seen all the girls wandering around this place?” Connor made big mousy brown eyes at me.

      Sophie and I glanced at each other. “No.”

      “Oh right, of course not, because they have you hidden up in the penthouse,” Connor said, a little bitterly.

      I snorted. “It’s not that, you asshole. I’ve been asleep for like twelve hours. When would I have had time to go spying on other guests?”

      “You should have seen the shit going on last night. This isn’t a normal luxury hotel. Ninety percent of the rooms are by the hour if you catch my drift. It’s all rich businessmen and high-class looking prostitutes. Mostly girls, but some guys, too. It’s crazy.”

      It was a testament to my upbringing that I didn’t even blink, just nodded. In fairness, our family’s main dealings were in drugs and illegal weapons, so who the fuck was I to judge?

      “So, okay, that fits with the research I was doing,” Sophie said, speaking over Connor. “We all kind of knew their thing was prostitution, right? So the hotels make sense, but then why do they have legit investors? The value of the Esposito Family Corporation real estate portfolio has been growing at a rate of like two hundred percent a year since 2016. That’s insane.”

      I blinked at her. “What’s insane is how you know or understand that.”

      She shrugged. “The company is publicly traded. They have to disclose every quarter's revenue to investors and file their taxes with the state. I can read a report, I’m not a total moron.”

      “No one ever said you were stupid,” I grumbled.

      Sophie acted like she was this total airhead, but she wasn’t dumb. Not at all. She didn’t go to college because that’s just not what you did as the heir to a gang empire. She basically partied a lot and waited around to get married off to the first arms dealer or drug kingpin my dad found to be the most useful. She seemed happy enough, so maybe it wasn’t so bad. At least she hadn’t been constantly shot at her whole life, like me.

      “Anyway,” she hurried on, “the point is, why would they take the company public? How are they growing so fast?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m sure you’re going to tell me your theory.”

      “Okay,” she said conspiratorially. “So, go with me here…2016 is when Nico’s dad died, right? Who the hell took over the company then?”

      “Giovanna?”

      “Wrong. You would think so because she’s the one who took that meeting with Dad and she was the wife, but all the paperwork is under ‘Nicolai Esposito.’”

      “Well, that’s not so crazy right? Did he become the heir when Dante died?”

      “Yeah, but I don’t think Alessandro was trying to go legit.”

      I did the math. “How old is Nico? He looks young, but his job is intense, so I don’t know. He could be anywhere from twenty-two to thirty-two.”

      Sophie laughed. “No, he’s a couple of years older than me. He’s twenty-six. I remember because we were both still in high school when Marcus and his brother died.”

      I blinked at her. Just the way Nico carried himself, he seemed like he had never been a normal twenty-something. Then again, I probably didn’t seem as young as I was either. There was something about growing up in organized crime that made you grow up really fast.

      “Okay,” I said, trying to change the subject back to what we’d been discussing. “So, Nico would have been like twenty-one in 2016?”

      “Roughly, yeah.” She nodded.

      “So? What’s the takeaway from that?”

      “No idea,” she trilled. “But it’s not nothing.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly. I wasn’t about to pretend I was following her train of thought. Yeah, there was definitely a lot of weirdness here, but Nico’s real estate portfolio didn’t necessarily jump out to me as part of it. Maybe I had just been around gang leaders for too long—this shit just didn’t faze me anymore.

      Connor was totally right—I was desensitized as fuck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I sat at Nico’s kitchen table, shoveling the last of my eggs into my mouth. Beck leaned against the stove, trying, yet again, to go over the information he got out of the guy he “creatively interrogated” three nights ago. Nico was barely listening.

      I cleared my throat, earning me a glare from Nico. “If The Trilogy’s trying to recruit new members, the sheer number of Mount Summer men that keep turning up dead shows their members are loyal to their death.”

      “So?” Nico snapped.

      “It makes me wonder why our men are just disappearing.”

      Now I had their attention. Nothing pissed Nico off like mentioning anything positive about Mount Summer, except maybe bringing up his brother.

      Beck growled and slammed his hand on the table. “Are you saying our guys turned traitor and signed up?”

      Yeah. That’s exactly what I was saying, and I would be shocked if Nico hadn’t already come to the same conclusion. “It sure as hell looks like it.”

      Nico turned to me. “I’m going to the uptown office to get an exact head count of missing men. You two go stake out the Trilogy headquarters and see if anything interesting turns up.”

      Nico threw on his jacket over his guns and walked out without even yelling. Interesting. Quiet Nico was almost worse than Screaming Nico. He was going to blow a gasket later if we found anything. Or, more likely, blow up some of his furniture. We’d just gotten the new couch, too.

      Beck groaned, rubbing his face. “Fuck, man, I need to get some sleep. Between making that guy squeal, the explosion, and hunting down the bomber. I’ve barely gotten any sleep in the last three days.”

      “Learn anything good? I wasn’t really listening.”

      Beck shrugged. “Kind of. I had to pull like half his teeth out first, though, and I hate that. Fingers are so much cleaner.”

      I nodded. “You sleep. I can go. It’s just sitting in a car.”

      “Thanks, man.” He clapped me on the shoulder.

      I stood, an idea forming in my head. We had the enemy in our grasp. The redheaded thief from Mount Summer was probably bored out of her mind. No better time to pump her for information. She hadn’t come out of her room at all in the last forty-eight hours, as far as I knew, and I was itching to know how the hell she broke into our hotel. I smiled. Nico was going to fucking kill me.

      Once I got to her room, doubt closed in. Not that I’d admit it out loud, but our dance haunted me. That brief time before I knew she was not only a member of Mount Summer, but Jimmy’s daughter…dammit.

      I hesitated for a second, then knocked. She took her sweet-ass time before answering, but it was worth the wait. Rae wore a thin-strapped tank top that showed off her tanned stomach, and the shortest sleep shorts known to man. I wasn’t prepared to see all her smooth skin, and I had to suppress a groan. I raked my hand through my hair. Enemy. She’s the enemy.

      “What do you want?” she demanded, one eyebrow raised.

      I closed my eyes and looked at the ceiling until I got my shit under control. I was supposed to hate her, but she was making it fucking difficult standing there looking like my teenage wet dream. “You bored?”

      Rae inhaled sharply, and my gaze snapped back to her. Her eyes traveled over me, taking in every detail. She bit her bottom lip. She wasn’t as unaffected as she’d like to appear. Right now, she was eyeing me like she could lick me, and God knew I wanted to let her, no matter what side of the city she was from. There was no fucking denying the chemistry between us, that the hate did nothing to dampen. When her gaze met mine, her cheeks went pink.

      “No, I just love being stuck in prison waiting on some asshole to tell me what to do,” she said, wrenching her eyes away from me and putting her hands on her hips. “Tell your boss to hurry the fuck up. I don’t have all the time in the world to wait for him to come up with what he wants from me.”

      I ignored the way her stance put her breasts on display and jerked my head toward the elevator. “Come on, I’ve got a job for us.”

      Her eyes lit up with obvious interest, but her voice was still suspicious. “What kind of job? Are we finally going to look for the laptop?”

      I nodded, apprehension about this entire idea slipping in. “I’m doing some recon today. You can come.”

      “Recon where?” She reached behind her and pulled a gun holster out of nowhere, immediately strapping it over her bare thigh. I had to hold back a groan.

      “First, you need to change.” There was no way I’d survive in the car with her dressed like that.

      She followed my gaze and rolled her eyes. “Fine. Give me five minutes.”

      I was leaning against the wall outside her door when she popped out into the hall. I checked her over. She’d thrown on a pair of jean shorts, a band t-shirt, and a black leather jacket. I titled my head. She was still sexy, but at least my dick stopped growing in my pants. “You ready?”

      “Just desperate to get outside.” She practically skipped to the elevator.

      I choked on a laugh. It was only her second morning here. From the way she was acting, you’d think we kept her in a dungeon for a month. “Well, don’t get too excited. We’re just watching a building for several hours.”

      “Literally, whatever. I just want to do something. I’m not used to having any downtime.”

      I eyed her curiously. What was her job at Mount Summer? I sort of assumed she was another pampered Mafia princess, like her sister, but clearly not. It was good information to have.

      The moment the elevator doors opened, I led the way to the small convenience store attached to the hotel. Rae’s mouth dropped open and her eyes were wide as she scanned the room. She grinned, looking like she’d never seen snacks before.

      “Grab something to eat. It’s going to be a long day,” I said, keeping my gaze averted.

      “Where do you usually eat?” she asked, as she scanned the room and headed for the glass case doors. “I saw the restaurant on the third floor yesterday.”

      Hmm. So she had left her room at some point. “Yeah, there’s that, but we usually just hang out in Nico’s room. Beck—the uh, blonde guy, you met him—he’s a pretty good cook.”

      Rae nodded. I wasn’t sure why I was explaining any of this. She probably didn’t care. “Met” was also a fucking weird way to say you looked like you were going to let him fuck you up against the wall in the alleyway. A tinge of jealousy settled into my stomach. Beck had no problem flirting with her, even after he found out she was from Mount Summer. It was my job to know better.

      “Won’t he miss you tonight?”

      “What?” I blinked. What were we talking about?

      “Won’t Nico miss you for dinner?”

      “Probably,” I scoffed.

      Nico could wait forever, as far as I was concerned. I was going to drag out this stakeout as long as humanly possible, if only to try to get information out of her.
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        * * *

      

      The silence stretched around us, heavy and awkward. We’d been sitting in a residential area on the South Side of town watching a plain brick building for the last twenty minutes in near complete silence. Fuck, I wasn’t sure why I thought I could grill her for information. Talking wasn’t my strong suit.

      Interrogation was Beck’s job for several reasons, although the thought of him using his methods on this fiery redhead made my stomach roil. Truth was, I didn’t want to look too closely at what I’d really been thinking when I asked her to come with me. Interrogation was definitely only part of it.

      The thief finally caved, bored in the silence. “So, where are we?”

      I drank the last of her water and smiled, doing my best to piss her off. She glared at me, but I ignored it. “We’ve got a lot of surveillance equipment around the hotels, for obvious reasons. We picked up a few different people on the cameras the other day that we couldn’t account for. They weren’t guests or employees or connected to anyone at the gala.” I gestured up at the brick apartment building. “This is where one of those guys’ lives.”

      Her head tilted in question, but her eyes didn't shift from the entrance. “How do you know?”

      I just smirked. “We have ways.”

      She snorted and looked my way. “You're not impressing me with that. I broke through your security, remember? That’s literally why I’m here.”

      Fuck, her sass got me going. I didn’t intimidate her at all, and it was sexy as all hell. I pushed down the feeling under a blanket of nothingness and gave a nod of recognition. “Tell me how you broke into the hotel. We’re going to be watching this building for a while. We’ve got time.”

      “You guys all act like it’s hard,” she replied, not really answering my question.

      Fuck, who was this girl? My security was tight. “It is hard,” I deadpanned. “Well, it should have been. You might have had an advantage because Beck was on guard that night and he’s easily distracted.”

      That had to be it. Beck was the weak link in this equation. Not that he usually made mistakes—dude was just as good at his job as I was—but we all knew he had royally fucked up that night. Starting with torturing a mark right behind the hotel, and ending with letting Rae distract him. Seriously, sometimes I wondered if his adrenaline addiction was getting dangerous.

      Rae’s face turned bright red, and I couldn’t help but laugh. She looked adorable. All innocent and shit. I clamped my mouth shut. What the fuck was I doing?

      “Oh, so he told you about that?”

      I raised an eyebrow and lowered my voice. “We share pretty much everything.”

      She turned, if it was possible, even redder, and I smiled. I was pretty sure she wasn’t embarrassed this time. I had no idea what idiotic idea made me say that, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t enjoying her reaction. I may know who she was now, but that didn’t stop the memories of how she felt against me from seeping in. Luckily, she’d be gone soon and I would forget all about sleeping with the enemy.

      We watched the house for a few more minutes, but nothing happened. If the guy we were waiting for was home, I doubted he intended to come out. Instead, the tension in the SUV was growing palpable. The energy between us a constant pull. I glanced over at her. She was breathing heavily, her chest rising and falling rapidly. My gaze caught on the movement, watching her pulse tick in her neck. I clenched my fist, fighting the urge to feel her there.

      I relaxed a little as she started asking questions. “What do you do for Nico?”

      Grateful for the distraction, I answered. “Technically, I’m the head of security.”

      She gave me a side eyed look. “What does ‘technically’ mean?”

      That was a good fucking question that I wasn’t sure I should answer. I was supposed to be pumping her for information, but she was better at it than I was. Still, my role wasn’t a secret, and she’d figure it out eventually.

      I peeled up the edge of my t-shirt to show her my Gentlemen tattoo. She nodded at the gray-scale skull wearing a crown. The jewels in the crown marked me as upper management.

      I’d gotten the tattoo on my sixteenth birthday, same as Beck and Nico. All the jewels had been added when Nico took over the organization from his dad five years later. Fuck, that was five years ago now. I was probably due for a touch up.

      She tucked her knees to her chest and took a giant bite of her pepperoni stick. “So you’re a happy henchman, then? Did the Espositos also give you your prison name?”

      She said the most absurd shit, I had no idea what she was talking about. “My what?”

      “Come on, ‘Rush’? That’s not a real name.”

      “Sebastian Rushmore,” I said shortly.

      Her eyes widened. So she’s heard of my dad. No surprises there, I guess. As far as I was concerned, though, my dad could take the name and shove it up his ass. If ‘Sebastian’ wasn’t so unbearable, I’d have changed my last name altogether.

      “I’m no one’s henchman.” I glared at her. “I run the Gentlemen. Keep them in line for Nico.”

      She smirked. “See it’s that ‘for Nico’ part that makes you a henchman.”

      I rubbed my hands over my face, suppressing a groan. I wasn’t going to let her get under my skin. “Do you know how to use those?” I asked, eying the guns on her hips. Knowing the question would piss her off.

      “What do you think?” she deadpanned.

      My lips tipped up at the corners as I watched her indignant scowl. She was fucking hot when pissed. “Okay, I deserved that,” I said, shocked that my voice came out normal and didn’t betray every depraved thought running through my head. “I just thought a princess of a gangland would be hidden in an ivory tower.”

      She laughed loud, filling the cab, and my chest tightened at the sound; defying every attempt to deny my reaction to her. “That would be my sister. I’m the spare. Totally dispensable.”

      I stiffened. Her words didn’t sit well. Her family didn’t really treat her like that, right? Then again, maybe there was some truth there. I knew of Sophie O’Rourke, at least in passing, but I’d never even heard about her having a sister. The little firecracker glared at me, daring me to comment. No fucking thank you. Beck had a headache for days after she got through with him, and I liked my hearing the way it was.

      When I said nothing else, she relaxed in her seat. “Tell me what’s going on.” She took another bite of her food. “We’re supposed to be a team.” She air quoted the word team, sarcasm dripping from her tongue.

      She was definitely better at interrogations than I was. “You heard everyone talking about The Trilogy, right? Do you know who they are?”

      “Not really,” she admitted bitterly. “My dad isn’t super forthcoming.”

      “Figures.” I scowled, taking a sip of coffee. “Why fill you in when you’re risking your life, right?”

      She blinked up at me and I felt my breath catch in my throat. A treacherous thought kept creeping in. Who the fuck wouldn’t want to keep her safe?

      Reining in my thoughts, I said, “Well, they’re a new group who have been gaining a lot of support in the city over the last few years. They’ve got several hundred members and they’re growing fast. Pretty soon they’ll be as big as The Gentlemen and Mount Summer combined.” The crisp bite of anger pierced through me. The only people we might hate more than Mount Summer was The Trilogy.

      She bit her lip, drawing my attention. “Nico said they came up from the south?”

      My eyebrows shot up. Nico wasn’t known for sharing anything. Ever. Even for me and Beck, getting information out of him was like pulling teeth. Even that small tidbit was…fucking weird is what it was.

      I kept talking, trying not to let her see any of the thoughts racing through my head. “Yeah, but The Hatter is expanding fast. First, they were just recruiting high school kids, but then it was everyone. They’re buying up property on the East End of the city down by the waterfront. Giovanna thinks there are moles in both Mount Summer and The Gentlemen helping to recruit men from The North and South End. They’ve been pretty quiet for a while, but they got bold the other night bombing the hotel.”

      “What kind of name is ‘The Hatter?’” she scoffed.

      “We don’t know his real name. We can’t even find a picture, they always wear masks.”

      Her brows furrowed. “Why would they do that, though?”

      “What? The moles, the masks, or the bombing?”

      “All of it, I guess.” She unscrewed my water bottle and took a sip. “But I meant the bombing. Why would anyone do that?”

      “To cause a distraction. There was a lot of serious information on the laptop they stole from the judge. Information that could bring down the Esposito family and the entire Gentlemen organization.”

      It pissed me off to no fucking end that those assholes had breached my security to plant the bomb. I guess Beck and I were zero for two this week. At least Nico seemed to have his shit somewhat together.

      “So…why are we all working together now? Is it just numbers? The Trilogy is big, so we’re working together to outnumber them?”

      I just shrugged. Like hell I was going to be the one to explain the reason behind the alliance to her. “Something like that. You’d have to ask Nico.”

      She snorted. “That’s never gonna happen.”

      I glanced at her, then froze as something moved out of the corner of my eye. Fuck!

      “Get down,” I hissed, already reaching for my gun.

      Years of experience had her acting fast. She ducked, crouching low on the floor of the passenger side of the car. “What’s going on?”

      Across the street, three men had exited a van and dragged a fourth guy toward the building. He was unmistakably unconscious.

      “A bunch of guys just came out of the building.”

      “So?”

      I only recognized two of the four men. One was a guy named Carson, a known Trilogy member who specialized in surveillance. He was the guy we were here to watch. The second guy, though, was the one who freaked me out for a second.

      Enzo was a Gentlemen. A long-time member, who Nico had inherited from his dad. I didn’t know him well, but I knew enough to be both surprised and concerned that he was standing across the street with Carson and some other Trilogy members. If he was funneling information to The Trilogy, that was bad. Really fucking bad.

      I glanced down at Rae, doing my best not to look down her shirt. Jesus, why was I thinking like that right now? I huffed out a breath and trained my gaze back on the men. I was starting to empathize with Beck for acting like an idiot around her.

      “I don’t want them to see you,” I told her. “First of all, it screws everything up if we need you to break in anywhere, and second, you look a lot like your sister.”

      “What?” She gaped at me. “Why does that matter?”

      I glanced back and forth between Rae on the floor and where the Trilogy members were dragging the limp body toward the door. Rae stared at me expectantly, and it took me a second to remember what she’d asked. “I mean, now I can see the difference, but yeah. Except for the hair you look a lot alike.”

      Before the other day, I’d only ever seen pictures of Sophie, and all taken before she dyed her hair blonde. When I pulled that mask off Rae’s face, I was struck by the knowledge she was Sophie. The overwhelming feeling of disappointment had squeezed my chest. In the few minutes I’d known her, she’d sparked more in me than the countless women I’d been surviving on. Disappointment was quickly burned out by rage. I’d been so sure she’d set me up, but from the way she was reacting to me now, I wondered if it was all just a cruel mistake.

      Her head tilted to the side, eyes scanning over mine. “You don’t know Sophie, though, right? Or you didn’t?”

      “No, but I’d seen pictures. At the gala I thought you were her. I don’t want anyone else to make the same mistake.”

      “Why am I here if I’m ruining your stake-out just by the possibility someone could see me?” she hissed.

      I ran my hands through my hair, looking back and forth between her and the men disappearing through the door. “Because I’m a fucking idiot.” I squeezed my eyes shut and blew air through my nose in a sharp sigh. “Fuck!”

      “Well, I guess none of them can leave here talking then.” She held out her hand. “Truce?”

      I scanned her face, looking for any hint of betrayal, but her eyes were wide and clear. I grabbed her hand, ignoring the electric current burning up my arm. “Truce. For now.”

      Her gaze met mine, and she nodded. “For now.”

      We jumped out of the truck and barely made it to the building’s door before it locked shut. The effort it took to haul the limp body up the stairs distracted the Trilogy men. The firecracker beside me lifted her gun, clearing her throat, and drew all their attention to her. Their hands full with the man’s body, they didn’t have time to grab for their guns.

      Enzo’s eyes went wide the moment they met mine. “This is a misunderstanding.”

      “Too fucking late,” I said, firing off three rounds, and all the men crumpled to the ground. I looked over to Rae, watching her reaction. She didn’t blink an eye at the violence, and I couldn’t help but wonder if we’d completely misjudged her. It didn’t bother me as much as it should have. I grabbed my phone and sent off a quick text to the clean-up crew. I pushed the door open, holding it for Rae, and we headed back to the Rover. “Nico is going to fucking lose his shit.”

      “Why?” she asked. “You got the guy you were looking for, right? Or at least one of them.”

      “That I risked another reason for the Trilogy to target you,” I said without thinking.

      “Wait,” she said slowly and got back in her seat. “What do you mean they’re targeting me? No one said anything about that.”

      I looked at her sideways. “Sorry, Firecracker, but that’s also something you’d have to ask Nico.”

      Some sick, self-sabotaging part of me hoped she asked Nico. I didn’t know why, but I had a feeling that if she found out the truth, she’d be gone within the hour. She was already working her way under our skin and making us sloppy. Beck lost a mark. I screwed up the surveillance. Nico brought her here at all, which was borderline masochistic.

      I huffed a breath through my nose as I drove away a strange feeling of impending…something…hanging over me. I never claimed to be the most perceptive guy in the world, but if I were a betting man, I would put all my money that this girl was going to be trouble.
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      I sat on the edge of my bed and threw my stress ball so it bounced off the floor, hit the wall, and returned to me. It was Wednesday evening, two days since Rush and I had gone to stake out the Trilogy. Even so, Nico had yet to say anything about why he wanted me here. I hadn’t seen the prick once since the night we arrived, and every day that I spent waiting to be summoned by his highness I got angrier. At least, any fear I’d felt about having to spend all my time around the literal embodiment of the gang that killed Marcus wasn’t really materializing.

      I was growing really fucking tired of having nothing to do. Since I was a teenager, I’d spent basically every day totally immersed in the family business. Criminal empires didn’t just run themselves, there were lots of daily jobs to do—everything from big heists to just checking in on the clubs the gang ran. I wasn’t under any delusion that working for my dad meant I’d ever inherit Mount Summer. The organization had been started by my great-grandfather back during prohibition and was super sexist. It had been passed from father to son for the last several generations. But now, since my dad had no sons, it was going to go to Sophie’s husband. I was used to being busy, and just sitting around wasn’t going to work.

      Throw, catch, throw, catch, throw. I groaned and pulled out my phone.

      Me: I’m bored

      Sophie: Go find something to do.

      Me: Come hang out with me.

      Me: I’m going stir crazy locked in here.

      Sophie: You’re out of luck. I have a date with a book, a glass of wine, and a bathtub.

      Sophie: You’re cute and all, but you don’t compete.

      Me: Liar

      Sophie: Love you too *kissie face*

      Sophie: Nico’s back.

      Me: So?

      Sophie: He’s been gone for a few days. Only comes around to pick up clothes.

      Me: How do you know?

      Sophie: I can hear through my wall. He’s back though. All the Gentlemen are in there. Why don’t you head over? I’m sure they’ll know how to occupy your time *winky face*

      Me: Perv.

      I tapped my fingers against the armrest of my couch in agitation. It was a sign of how desperate I was that I was even considering going up there. Nico was a total ass, and the shit I was subjecting myself to since showing up on his turf was absurd. Desperate times called for desperate measures, though, and I was nothing if not desperate.

      I stripped off my pajamas I’ve been wearing all day and slid into my comfiest leggings. They were plain black, but made my ass look amazing. I dug through my suitcase—I hadn't bothered to unpack—and pulled out a clean shirt. The worn band tee engulfed me, so I tied it at the corner, and called that good enough.

      Was I actually doing this? I guess I fucking was.

      I questioned my sanity all the way down the hall and the entire time it took the elevator to go up one floor. This was a terrible fucking idea. We weren’t exactly friends. Beck was friendly enough—maybe a little too friendly. Rush seemed like he at least didn’t want to strangle me in my sleep, so that was something. Nico though, he had been pretty clear he hated everything about me from the moment I’d walked in.

      I danced from foot to foot with nervous energy. Fuck it. I rapped on their door and was met with silence. After a few moments, I realized they weren’t in there.

      Well, that was anticlimactic.

      I turned back toward the elevator just as the door swung open. Nico stood there, gaping down at me in obvious confusion. Damn.

      He wore a pair of those dark grey tapered joggers, and a fitted t-shirt that showed off all the work he did in the gym. If Nico in a suit was hot, comfy Nico was deadly. It shouldn’t be possible to make something that dangerous look that inviting.

      “What are you doing here, Raegan?” he asked, more curious than angry for once.

      “I wanted to… I wanted to get started…” Fuck, I had no idea what I was thinking coming here.

      “You’re bored out of your fucking mind.” He looked bored as he spoke.

      “Pretty much.”

      He blinked down at me for a second, sucking his bottom lip into his mouth like he was thinking. My eyes immediately locked on his lip and I had to mentally kick myself. No, stop it, get a grip on yourself, Rae!

      All the guys in this hotel were stupid attractive, but Nico looked almost unreal. He was like hot coals under a fire—they looked pretty but would burn you and crumble into nothingness if you touched them.

      “Fine.” He opened the door wider and gestured for me to come inside. “Beck’s cooking. I’m sure if you ask nicely, he’d let you join in.”

      The way he said it was half mocking, and I couldn’t totally blame him. I felt pretty pathetic coming up here. To be fair though, he was the one who made me come to stay at the hotel and then left me basically alone with nothing to do for the better part of a week. I stepped past Nico, careful not to brush into him. God knew I couldn’t afford to get burned.

      I stepped into the room and almost gasped. If my room was big, Nico’s was enormous. My eyes widened as I looked around. Holy shit. Floor to ceiling windows lined one entire side of the space overlooking the park. The colors were deep moody grays with blue undertones, offset by tan leather couches. The kitchen was all modern lines and sleek cabinets done in exotic wood tones. It probably cost a fortune, but it had a relaxed men’s lounge vibe.

      “Hey, Little Thief.” Beck popped up from behind the kitchen counter, holding a baking sheet. He gave me a wide smile “You staying for dinner?”

      The smell of roasting chicken assaulted my senses, making my mouth water. “I am now. Smells delicious.”

      Beck’s dimple showed in his smile. “Good. I always make too much.”

      Rush sat at the table, his laptop open in front of him. He didn’t look up at me as he greeted me. “Rae.”

      I crossed the room and leaned over his shoulder to see what was on his computer screen.  He stiffened at my close proximity but didn’t tell me to move. It took a moment for my brain to connect the images on the screen to something familiar, but after a minute laughter bubbled up out of my chest.

      “Are you still trying to figure out how I got in there?” I choked.

      Rush glanced toward Nico, who had his back to us. “It’s been fucking killing him that he can’t figure it out.”

      I glanced at Nico too, smirking. I hoped it was killing him. Slowly.

      Ignoring the energy that pulsed up my arm when I accidentally grazed Rush, I pointed at one of the grainy security camera images from the hotel Esposito dated the night I had first met Beck. “Here’s a freebie. This one is pointless. It’s from entirely the wrong side of the building.”

      Rush minimized that window. There were still at least ten separate camera angles he was pouring over.

      “How many times have you gone over this?” I asked, leaning over to get a better look.

      “Eight,” he replied darkly. “I know you cut our cams, but you came out of nowhere. The sensors don’t show a single exterior door open the entire time you were in there. Plus, where the fuck were your shoes?”

      He looked reluctantly impressed, and the familiar buzz of his proximity heated my core. I pushed the feeling down and whispered. “I’ll tell you but only if you promise to keep it a secret.”

      “Tell me,” Nico demanded, striding over. He stood across from me, arms crossed over his chest.

      Rush wisely blocked Nico from my eyeline with his large body. “Tell us, Firecracker, or he’ll make me keep going over the footage for the rest of my life.”

      I took pity on him. “I scaled the exterior wall.”

      Beck dropped a pan. “Holy shit.”

      “That’s five stories,” Nico said slowly.

      I waited for him to qualify that statement with something—an insult maybe, or skepticism, but he didn’t. “Yes,” I agreed.

      “You’re telling me you scaled five stories, in a leather dress and no shoes?” Nico asked. “With no equipment.”

      “Yup.” I popped the P, playing it up for effect.

      “Well, fuck. That explains that.” Rush stared at me and looked genuinely impressed.

      “Who the fuck told you to do that?” Nico demanded, but Rush spoke over him.

      “And I thought you were the risk taker, Beck. I think she may have you beat.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      “Beck thinks he’s a professional dirt biker,” Rush said with mock humor.

      “Ignore him, I am a professional.”

      “Uh, huh.”

      “Rush, show her.”

      Rush closed his laptop. “Not until after dinner, you’ll get distracted and burn it.”

      Beck just shrugged, which I took to mean that was probably true.

      We didn’t have to wait long. Within five minutes, Beck was putting a roast chicken with mashed potatoes and green beans on the table and handing out plates.

      I closed my eyes and savored the flavors. “Beck, this is so good. When did you learn to cook?”

      “There’s no big story. I’ve always liked to cook. These two got to be my guinea pigs for years.”

      “It was touch and go for a bit.” Rush laughed and even Nico smiled.

      We cleaned up our plates and Beck grabbed a bottle of Lagavulin 25 and four tumblers. He poured us each a glass, and I took two large sips of the amber liquid. It warmed me everywhere it touched, and I felt myself relax. “So, what’s this about dirt biking?”

      “It’s not just dirt biking. It’s racing. Motocross,” Beck replied.

      “Uh, huh.” I grinned at him.

      “Fuck. Rush, just show her.”

      Rush placed his laptop in front of me and pulled up YouTube. He typed ‘Beck Bellamy’ into the search bar. The screen filled with videos of Beck: stunts, interviews, award ceremonies.

      “Holy shit.”

      Beck flashed a cocky smirk. “Show her 2020.”

      “No one wants to see 2020,” Rush replied. “Here. This is from when he won the world's stunt riding competition in 2019.” He clicked play, and I was glued to the screen. It was clips of Beck doing stunts. Big fucking scary stunts. When the video ended, I clicked on the next one.

      “That’s motocross. Racing is what Beck actually does. The stunt competition was just for fun,” Rush said.

      “That was for fun? And you won worlds?” I looked at Beck, his blonde hair a mess, hazel eyes shining. “They must fucking hate you.” His lips curled into a grin.

      “They really fucking do.”

      Rush replaced my hand on the trackpad and his fingers clenched as they gently grazed mine. He pulled up a fails video. “I can’t have you getting star-crossed over dirt boy over here. Watch a few of these and it’ll clear that up.”

      The video was crash upon crash. The guys all watched. Even Nico winced at appropriate times. It looked brutal.

      “That’s me,” Beck pointed vaguely at the screen, picking himself out from all the identical looking helmeted riders.

      The rider on the screen pulled up to the top of a ramp. The course was simple, go down the ramp, up over the gap, and down the ramp on the other side. A sinking feeling started in my stomach when, in the video, Beck lined up his bike. I felt the guys’ eyes on me, but kept my gaze fixed on the screen.

      Even though I knew he was fine now, I couldn’t stop the fear and anxiety from building. I closed one eye and turned my face slightly away, but I was still watching as he shot into the sky, his bike flying in the opposite direction, and came down hard on the other side of the ramp. I made a squeak of a sound when I sucked in my breath.

      I must have looked terrified, because Beck’s hands landed on mine and I uncurled my fingers from the table. “It’s okay. Look, I got this cool scar from it.”

      He stood, lifting his shirt, his defined abs so close I could touch them. My eyes danced across his bright New School style tattoos and caught on the long scar across his sides. It looked like it hurt like a bitch, but it was also sexy as all hell. I took another long sip of my drink before I literally started drooling.

      Beck met my gaze. “So, what’s your thing?”

      “What do you mean?” I swished the ice in my glass.

      “Like, what do you do in your free time?”

      I snorted. “I don’t really have free time. I work for my family.”

      Rush glanced at Nico. “Sounds familiar.”

      I wasn’t sure I liked that familiarity or the implication that the Lord of Chaos and I had anything in common, so I quickly added, “I’m a thief. That’s what I do for the family.”

      That was most of the truth. The part that was safe to discuss, since they sort of already knew, anyway.

      “A thief of what?” Rush asked.

      “Pretty much anything I can carry, but mostly jewelry…and information.”

      Beck snorted. “Don’t forget paintings.”

      “Have any scars to show us?” Beck’s voice was low and his eyes scanned me as if he could see beneath my clothes.

      “None that you’ll ever see.”

      “How about a demonstration?” Rush asked, interest piqued now that he was learning more about me.

      “She’s not stealing any more of my shit,” Nico said flatly. It was hard to tell if he was actually angry. He didn’t seem that broken up about the painting specifically.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I said with a wink.

      Standing from the table, I carried my glass to the sink. I stumbled on the way, and Nico caught me around the waist. “Looks like you’re cut off.”

      “That’s not fair,” Beck pouted.

      Nico just looked away from me. “I thought you’d be able to hold your liquor better.”

      “Oops.” I stepped out of his hold, letting his hands linger on my waist longer than I would have normally. Pick pocketing was all about diversion. Although, this diversion was maybe a little more fun than I had expected. My skin flushed and goosebumps erupted everywhere he’d touched me. See? I knew it. It burns. I shook my head to clear it, my devious smile pulling wide when I lifted Nico’s watch into the air like a trophy. Beck and Rush burst out laughing.

      “Fuck, Nico. What are you, new?” Beck said through his laughter.

      Nico spun, eyes wide, looking between me and his watch. I thought maybe he looked a little impressed. “Well played.”
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      Unknown: Come to room 4701.

      I blinked down at the text, my nostrils flaring. Come? What was I, a dog? Um, no.

      I put the phone back down on my bathroom vanity and finished pulling my hair into a loose ponytail. There probably wasn’t much point in getting ready since I wasn’t going anywhere, but sitting around in my pyjamas felt like giving up.

      Even after dinner two nights ago, Nico still hadn’t asked me to do anything. In fact, no one had really talked to me at all. The only thing keeping me from just walking right out the front door was what Rush had let slip about me possibly being targeted. I had a feeling he really meant Sophie was being targeted, since she was the heir to Mount Summer and the one my parents cared about protecting. If she had been threatened, that would explain why my dad had been willing to send us here, cause as of now I couldn’t understand his motivation at all.

      If I left and refused to help Nico with his damn laptop retrieval, would he throw Sophie out? Maybe. Until I knew for sure if we’d been threatened, I needed to sit tight. Lucky me.

      My phone buzzed again as another text came in from a different number.

      Unknown: Don’t overthink it, Firecracker. We’ve got breakfast.

      Closing my eyes, I tilted my head up to the ceiling and prayed for patience. I updated the contact to “RUSH GENTLEMEN,” and typed out my response.

      Me: Stop with the nicknames. What’s for breakfast?

      A third unknown number joined the conversation:

      Unknown: Come on Little Thief, I made pancakes.

      I rolled my eyes so hard it surprised me they didn’t get stuck that way. That number had to be Beck, which meant the first one was Nico.

      NICOLAI: Now.

      I bit my lip. I couldn’t decide which I hated more: being ignored or being summoned like a fucking pet. Nicolai Esposito and I needed to have words.
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        * * *

      

      “I thought I was going to have to come get you,” Rush said glowering when he opened Nico’s door.

      “And what if I didn’t want to come?” I planted my hands on my hips and cocked an eyebrow up.

      His expression was almost a smile, like he wanted to, but was fighting it. “I’d have thrown you over my shoulder and brought you here myself.”

      I flushed a little. Our dance at the gala was still fresh in my mind. For a few moments before I knew who he was, I would’ve gladly taken him up on that, but things were different now. Rush swung the door wide and ushered me into the suite.

      “When I tell you to come, I expect you to do it,” Nico practically growled at me.

      “Let’s get this clear right now, Nicolai. I don’t take direction well—”

      “You will from me. I don’t like waiting and I don’t repeat myself. Get your shit together.” His words were harsh, but he ran his thumb over his bottom lip as he spoke, looking me up and down.

      My own sly smile tugged at the corner of my mouth. I knew I looked good. My favorite band tee hung off one shoulder, tied in a knot an inch above a pair of too-short black leather shorts. I paired it with flat black combat boots and my baby desert eagles strapped to my sides. “We’ll see, but I think you should be prepared for a battle.”

      He stared at me with hooded eyes for a moment, then turned his back, giving me a sharp nod. I couldn’t decide who won that round.

      “Good morning, Little Thief.” Beck grinned at me, his lip ring glinting. It was hard to view him as an enemy. “Hope you have a sweet tooth.”

      “Fuck yes. I’m starving.”

      I let the nickname go, partly because I could already tell I was fighting a losing battle and partly because the food smelled so damn good. I definitely wasn’t above food bribery. I sat on a stool at the kitchen island. Beck handed me a plate stacked high with pancakes topped with whipped cream and maple syrup. I took a giant bite, closed my eyes and moaned, not caring that they were all watching me, hunger in their eyes. Fuck. I needed to remember that attraction and affection were not at all the same thing. If I could acknowledge how they looked and still view them as the enemy, they could do the same to me. It didn’t make them any less dangerous.

      “It’s delicious, thank you.” I did my best to ignore the eyes on me and keep my gaze on my plate. “So, are we going to talk about why I’m here now?”

      “Not another bite.”

      I jerked my head up abruptly as Sophie waltzed into the room, her short blonde hair brushed against her shoulders interrupting before anyone could answer my question.

      “How did you know I was in here?” I asked incredulously.

      “I could hear you through the wall.” She grinned. “My bedroom is literally right on the other side of that wall.” She pointed toward the couch. “It’s like being in the room.”

      “Oh,” I said through a mouthful of pancake.

      “You promised we’d go check out the shops along the street and get breakfast.”

      My eyes widened. I forgot I’d said that. I shoved one last bite in my mouth before jumping off my stool. “Hate to eat and run, but Sophie gets what Sophie wants.”

      “I need you here,” Nico snapped.

      “Can’t it wait? You haven’t exactly been in a rush for the last few days.” I grabbed my jacket off the stool. It wasn’t cold enough to need it, but I had to keep my guns covered somehow.

      I went to leave, but Nico grabbed my arm, halting my momentum. “Wait, where the fuck do you think you’re going?”

      I ripped my arm from his admittedly loose grasp. He wasn’t attempting to restrain me, just stop me. “Wherever the fuck I want? Were you even listening, Grumpy? We’re going shopping.”

      “You can’t leave the hotel.”

      Sophie linked her arm with mine, flashing a bright smile. “Don’t worry, we’re bringing Connor with us.”

      “That’s cute,” Nico sneered. “Rush get suited up. You can go with them.”

      Rush nodded, already strapping on his guns. It was a good look on him. His lip tipped up in a smirk, catching me looking.

      Beck clapped Nico on the shoulder. “Cool it, man. I’d rather not get my eardrum blown out again. I think she can probably handle it.”

      Connor picked that moment to appear in the doorway dressed in baggy jeans and a grey and white t-shirt. “Ready, ladies?” His voice was light, a smile plastered on his face, but it didn’t meet his eyes. He glared at the three Gentlemen. There was enough testosterone in this room to choke a person.

      I pointed at Connor. “See, all covered. Don’t wait up.”
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        * * *

      

      Sophie’s shopping bags took up three extra chairs gathered around our bistro table. Poor Connor spent most of the afternoon lugging them around for her. I honestly wondered how she got people to dote on her like that. It was impressive.

      I loved my sister, but she was raised to be delicate and dependent on others. She would never be expected to do the things my parents asked me. Not that I didn't love being a thief, it was one of my top three activities. Up there with eating and…images of the very attractive and very forbidden Gentlemen flashed in my thoughts. Well, it was up there.

      We sat at a corner bistro, hiding from the mid-summer sun in the shade of an enormous umbrella. Sophie ate her dainty salad and watched me with raised eyebrows as I stuffed the last piece of my margarita pizza into my mouth.

      “Don’t give me that look. You made me skip breakfast,” I said, mouth still full.

      She tilted her head in acknowledgment. “Whatever. If you call an entire stack of pancakes ‘missing breakfast.’”

      “I do, actually,” I mumbled. “I didn’t get to finish.”

      That’s when all hell broke loose.

      The vase in the middle of our table shattered into pieces, sending shards everywhere. Sophie and I both jumped back, our chairs clattering to the ground. The group at the table next to us screamed, running wildly for the exit, shouts of, “GUN!” following them out.

      Fuck.

      I needed everyone to calm the fuck down so I could spot the shooter and shoot him before he got one of us. There was no doubt we were the targets. I dropped to the ground, signaling Sophie to do the same. Thankfully, she dropped like a stone without any protest.

      “Pillar,” I hissed, pointing toward a concrete pillar near the edge of the restaurant.

      She didn’t need to be told twice, quickly crawling behind it. Her eyes were wide, and her mouth quivered as she tucked her knees to her chest, making herself as small as possible.

      I peered around my own pillar as two shots rang out. Fuck. We were pinned down. Where the hell was Connor? I searched the area for him. He was crouched behind a parked car, but looked scared as shit.

      Well, I wasn’t just going to stand around and wait to get rescued. That’s how you ended up dead. I palmed one of my baby eagles, supporting the gun with both hands to keep it steady, and took a deep breath. One, Two, Three.

      Stepping out from behind the protection of the pillar, I raised my gun. A shot rang out through the space and a sharp burn went through my arm. Shit, had I been fucking shot? Without looking down, I fired off three shots of my own. Breathing hard through my nose, I retreated before the shooter could return fire and pressed my back flat against the safety of the pillar.

      I peered down to assess the damage to my arm. I’d barely been grazed. An angry, red burn skated across my bicep, but it was no worse than I’d gotten from my straightening iron. Not life threatening, but fuck, it stung.

      Wheels screeched and our van pulled up alongside the street to the right of the cafe, Connor at the wheel. Well, at least he’d finally managed to do something.

      “Get inside,” I told Sophie, peering out from behind the pillar to see if anyone was still shooting. Where’d they go?

      The cafe stood in total chaos, tables overturned, dishes smashed on the ground. The windows of the restaurant behind us had been shattered, no doubt by a stray bullet. Whoever shot at us was nowhere to be seen. I couldn’t even tell where they’d been standing. If my shots had hit anything, it wasn’t clear. Ducking my head, I dashed to the van.

      “Oh my God. Oh my God! Rae, your arm!” Sophie shrieked.

      I peeled off my jacket with a sharp wince and looked down at my grazed arm. It throbbed like a bitch. Adrenaline pumped through my veins, and my body shuddered uncontrollably. I pulled out my phone and scrolled to the group chat from this morning. I quickly typed out a new reply underneath Nico’s last message.

      Me: We were just attacked at Maria’s Pizza. At least one shooter. On the way back to the hotel now.

      Immediately my phone erupted with vibrations as seemingly a hundred replies came in at once. I shoved it back in my pocket without reading any of them. The moment we got back, the guys had some explaining to do.
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      We drove back to the hotel in tense, heavy silence punctuated only by Sophie’s erratic breathing. I rubbed small circles on her back in the back seat, in a feeble attempt at comfort. I wasn’t great at that sort of thing, and I was pretty sure she had never faced direct gunfire before.

      I was eight the first time I was held at gunpoint. Granted, it was just Brian and my dad during one of our regular training sessions, but still. I’d pissed myself. Good for Sophie that she had done better than me at her first rodeo. I’d have to tell her later.

      I swiveled in my seat for the thousandth time to make sure we weren’t being followed. I wished we’d taken Rush’s huge, armored Range Rover. Our windows were bullet resistant, but not bullet-proof. There was a big fucking difference. You could shoot a handgun at our car a few times and the windows might spider web, but that was about it. A serious semi-automatic weapon would blow right through resistant glass though, like it wasn’t even there. That wasn’t true with Rush’s car. You could fire an AK-47 at point blank range and that car wouldn’t so much as buckle.

      Even from the back seat, I could see that Connor’s knuckles were white on the steering wheel. I struggled not to roll my eyes. He had been less than helpful. In fact, if I wasn’t armed, we would probably all be dead. I would have to rub that in Nico’s face later—he wanted to take my guns and look where that would have gotten us.

      We pulled up to the hotel, and my door immediately opened from the outside before we’d even rolled to a full stop.

      “Rae!” Rush’s eyes were wide with concern as he yanked me none too gently out of the car. “What the fuck happened?”

      “Ow,” I yelped, not answering his question.

      He immediately let go of my arm, noticing the angry welt. “What the fuck is that? Why didn’t you call us?”

      “There wasn’t a lot of time,” I pointed out. “It all happened really fast.”

      He grimaced, eyes scanning me for more injuries. “Come on, let’s go upstairs.”

      I glanced back at Sophie, who was shaking as Connor helped her out of the car as well. “No, I—” I started, unwilling to leave my sister.

      “Let’s get you all upstairs,” Rush amended.

      “Me?” Connor looked confused.

      Rush’s expression turned dark for a moment as he surveyed my friend. “Nico wants to talk to you. We all do actually, but he’s the one demanding.”

      “You’re not taking his gun?” I muttered as we strode through the lobby toward the elevator.

      “Nah. I think it’s only fair to give him a fighting chance.”

      I gulped. That did not sound good.
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        * * *

      

      Nico stood with his back to us as we entered his suite, facing the huge windows overlooking the city. Though his outfit was more relaxed than usual—jeans as opposed to a suit—I could tell from his posture he was tense.

      “Rae!”

      I jumped, realizing Nico wasn’t alone in the room, as Beck leapt up from the couch. I noted absently that he’d used my name. I couldn’t decide if that was a good thing or not.

      “What is it with these guys?” Connor grumbled from behind me. “You did just meet them, right?”

      “We can hear you, dickhead,” Rush snapped, as he grabbed my wrist and tugged me across the room toward where he and Beck were standing. Shivers rain through me, sending heat between my thighs. I pulled away sharply. Nope, none of that.

      “What the fuck happened?” Nico asked coldly, still not looking at us.

      “The situation was under control—” Connor started to say.

      “Explain to me how this is ‘under control.’” Nico picked up a television remote off the coffee table and flicked on the enormous flatscreen TV covering the entire wall to the left. Grainy security camera footage filled the screen—a birds eye view of Maria’s Pizza, shot from what looked like the bank across the street. I watched in horror as the vase exploded in front of Sophie and I and we leapt up, diving behind pillars moments later.

      The whole thing took less than five minutes to play out. Beck winced as I stepped from behind the pillar and shot three gunshots into the dark space between the buildings on the opposite side of the street where the gunfire had originated from. In the moment, it felt more random, but watching myself on video, I seemed like I knew where I was shooting.

      “You either hit the shooter, or made them reevaluate if they wanted to continue,” Nico said, in a voice of forced calm. “They stopped immediately after.”

      “Huh,” I said, sounding dumb. I couldn’t think of what else to say.

      “What I can’t begin to fathom,” Nico spoke to Connor, his voice so low I had to strain to hear him. “Is where the fuck were you?”

      “I, um—” Connor broke off.

      The silence in the room was deafening as I looked between Connor, Sophie, and the three guys. I had to wonder why they cared. Maybe Nico was worried if Sophie died, my dad would start another gang war. That actually made a lot of sense.

      I put my hands up. “Alright, this isn’t about Connor. It’s not your job to yell at him, anyway.” I was definitely less than thrilled with Connor, and I would tell him that later for sure, but I didn’t need Nico to discipline my friends or my security for me. Did these guys not get what my role was back at Mount Summer? I could handle this all on my own.

      “It sure as fuck is my job,” Nico growled. “Why do you think you’re here?”

      “I have no idea!” My voice rose. “Why are we here? Why is Sophie being targeted?”

      Nico raised an eyebrow at me. “Is this so unusual for you? Your daddy must have kept you under a rock your whole life, because being targeted just for being alive is just part of our life.”

      That stung a little…not as much as my fucking arm…but I also felt like it wasn’t the whole truth. He was deflecting somehow. “This has to do with The Trilogy, right? Why are they shooting at us?”

      Nico narrowed his eyes, glancing from me to Connor in the corner. “We don’t discuss our business in public, Raegan.”

      I scoffed. “How is this in public?”

      “Okay.” Beck stepped forward, putting a hand on the small of my back. “Let’s all just calm down.”

      Nico glared from me to his friend, then turned away in obvious frustration. “Fine. From now on, you do not leave the hotel without one of us with you.”

      I laughed harshly. “Fuck off, Nicolai. That isn’t happening.”

      “I don’t really care what you think. Go ahead and try to leave. We’ll just have to catch you again.”

      I growled in frustration. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”

      His eyes darkened as he rounded back on me. “I really don’t think you want to find out.”

      My lip curled, and I opened my mouth, about to spit a venomous retort, but Sophie cut me off.

      “What about me?” she asked.

      “You too.” Nico lowered his voice when speaking to her; obviously she wasn’t in trouble. Lucky me.

      “You can’t just hold us here,” I growled. “That’s insane.”

      “Yes, I can,” Nico argued, his jet-black eyes flashing. “The alternative is you two being dead in the street. If you have a problem with it, call your father. He agreed to let me keep you both here until the heat calms down on her and you’ve helped us retrieve the laptop. I could drag that out indefinitely.”

      “Dude,” Beck said, his voice a low warning. “What are you—”

      “Shut the fuck up,” Nico barked.

      “Maybe I will call my dad,” I said mulishly, even as my stomach sank. I already knew I was unlikely to find an ally in my father.

      “Fine,” Nico challenged. “Send him my love, but I’m sure he already knows.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I balled my hands into fists.

      This time it was Rush who answered. “Again, not in public, Firecracker.” His eyes darted meaningfully to Connor.

      I laughed. “Please, you’re more paranoid than my dad.”

      “Do you think I’ve forgotten for one second that you’re the enemy living in my house? You think this is easy for me?” Nico spat at me. “At least your sister isn’t making any trouble. Even your idiot bodyguard seems to know his place.”

      “Fuck you,” Connor growled, clearly trying and failing to sound intimidating.

      Nico ignored him, eyes still boring into me. “You’re the only one who doesn’t seem clear on your place here. It’s gonna get you killed…and I think Jimmy’s buried enough kids already, don’t you?”

      I stepped back, winded. He may as well have just slapped me in the face. Using Marcus as an emotional lever was taking things one step too fucking far. The sudden mood shift in the room told me I wasn’t the only one thinking it. I glanced at Beck, but he didn’t meet my eyes. Right. Rush’s intense two-toned gaze was on me, but he didn’t dare contradict Nico either. Okay. I could see how it was going to be.

      “Fine.” I turned on my heel and stomped toward the door.

      “Get back here,” Nico called after me. “We’re not finished—”

      “Yes, we are!”

      “Stop.”

      Something in his tone made me pause, one hand on the door. I slowly turned back to see them all staring at me. I scowled at Nico. “Am I allowed to go to my fucking room, or are you planning to tie me up?”

      His eyes flashed for a moment with something other than anger, but it was gone so fast I wondered if I’d imagined it. He just nodded. “Go.”

      I yanked the door open, and Sophie and Connor hurried after me, letting the door fall closed behind us. Immediately, shouts erupted from behind the closed door. It was impossible to make out one angry voice from another, but I didn’t linger to try.

      “Rae! Wait up.”

      I turned to see Connor rushing after me down the hall, his sandy brown hair bouncing against his forehead. Pausing, I fixed him with a withering look. “What?”

      “Look…” He rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly.

      I glanced around the empty hallway for somewhere we could go. There were only two doors on this level. Nico’s room and—

      “Use my room,” Sophie said, coming up behind Connor.

      Right. I gestured for her to lead the way, and we stepped into her room. It looked about the same as mine. Maybe a little bigger, with a similar living room and kitchen, and a door leading to the bedroom. I crossed my arms over my chest as Connor shut the door behind us.

      “What the fuck was that?” I asked coldly.

      “What?” he tried to sound blasé.

      “Don’t give me that. You know what. Are you serious? You’re supposed to be our security. That means you don’t run when we’re being shot at and you definitely don’t fucking freeze.”

      “I panicked, okay? I’m sorry. I’ve never been shot at before. I just…it won’t happen again. I swear.”

      I gaped at him. How the hell had he never been shot at? His family were several generations old members of Mount Summer. We’d been friends for years, and he had two brothers in the organization who I knew for a fact moved weapons for my dad. I couldn’t believe he didn’t know his way around a gun.

      “I’m calling my dad. You need to go home,” I said shortly.

      “I can’t do that, Rae,” he said, firmly. “I’m here to watch you.”

      I was momentarily distracted as something crashed in the room next door. Sophie and I made eye contact over Connor’s head. The Gentlemen didn’t seem to be faring any better than me. “Yeah, and you did a fucking great job at that,” I snapped. “If my dad wants to have his own security here fine, but he can send Patrick back, or Kyle.”

      Connor winced. “No, I’m supposed to do it. Your dad told me to keep an eye on you.”

      “Why the fuck is everyone supposed to be ‘keeping an eye on’ us,’” I yelled. “We don’t even know these guys. The Gentlemen have been our enemies forever.”

      “I’m glad to hear you haven’t forgotten,” Connor said darkly.

      I didn’t have time for all this pissing contest bullshit. “Don’t change the subject, Connor. This isn’t about me,” I snapped. “If you can’t take this heat, then there’s no point in you being here.”

      “Hey.” Sophie stood up and stepped between us. “Look, today sucked, okay? But we’re not going to leave the hotel again for a while, right? So, it doesn’t matter.”

      “We’re going to have to leave the hotel at some point,” I countered. “I’m not letting Lord Esposito rule over me. Plus, they need me to do a job for them, or so they claimed.”

      Sophie looked contemplative. “I don’t know, Rae. Look, even if you need to leave the hotel with them, you’ll probably be fine, right? Anyway, you heard Nico. Maybe he doesn’t need you to do anything just yet?”

      “Yeah, what the fuck was that about? I thought it was so urgent. I don’t understand what is happening.”

      I was going to have a goddamn aneurysm. Nothing made sense. Everyone was acting totally out of character and going back on what they said they were going to do, and now we were getting shot at. We hadn’t even been here a week and already it felt like a year.

      “Let’s just not rock the boat right now,” Sophie said.

      I snorted, rounding on Connor again. “And what are you going to do?”

      “The same thing I have been doing.” He shrugged. “They stuck me in a room down on level fifteen. Not that you’ve bothered to come visit.”

      I felt mildly guilty about that for a second, but then shoved it down. He was trying to turn this back on me to deflect from the fact that he nearly let us get killed. That was some bullshit and I wasn’t going to be forgetting anytime soon. I threw my hands in the air. “Fine. I’m calling Dad, though. This is fucking insane.”

      Sophie shook her head. “You can try. I’ve been trying multiple times a day since we got here. He’s not answering.”

      My eyes widened. “You’re kidding.”

      “Nope.” She popped the P.

      That was…weird. My dad always talked to Sophie. Always. If he wasn’t answering her calls, then something was definitely going on, and I was going to figure out what.
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      Raegan stormed out of my suite, red hair streaming behind her like a fiery fucking tornado. Sophie darted after her, throwing one scared look at me over her shoulder. I ground my teeth. That was really all I needed right now.

      The moment the door slammed behind that idiot guard they brought with them, everything erupted.

      “What the fuck?” Beck shouted at me as he picked up a lamp off the side of an end table and chucked it at my head. I ducked instinctively, and it smashed against my TV.

      “Son of a bitch,” I screamed as the screen spider webbed. I took a furious step in Beck’s direction, intending to smash his face into my fucking ten thousand dollar 85” flatscreen, but Rush stepped between us, throwing his arms out.

      “We just made the rule about fighting,” he yelled. “Only in the gym, remember? Fuck!”

      “Why would you call her the enemy?” Beck bellowed around Rush’s outstretched arms.

      My eyebrows hit my hairline. “Because it’s the truth? Anyway, you know that asshole security guard of theirs is funneling information back to her father.”

      I used the term “security guard” loosely. I couldn’t stand that kid, Connor. Not because he was in any way a threat, but just because he was a complication I didn’t need. I wasn’t planning to kill him, though, not until today. Now he was going to fucking die.

      “You made it sound like we’re all against her.” Beck picked up a fruit bowl, but this time I was ready for it, catching it before it went through my sliding glass door.

      “Stop fucking throwing shit,” I yelled back. “We are against her, or have you forgotten too? What the fuck is wrong with you? Jesus.”

      Beck looked at Rush for support, but he shook his head. “You need to wrap your head around the fact that she’s Mount Summer royalty and stop panting over the enemy.”

      Beck growled at the back of his throat. “Oh, like you fucking have? You aren’t fooling anyone.”

      I grabbed a bottle at random and poured myself a generous glass of something amber, not even checking the label. I needed a second, or I was going to hit Beck, and Rush was right. I had just promised last week to stop doing that.

      I gave it to the count of ten, then turned back to my two best friends. They both looked pissed, but for different reasons. It had only been a few days of the O’Rourke girls being here, and already shit had imploded.

      “You can’t keep her here, Man. She’s not a prisoner,” Rush said, eyeing me.

      “Who? Raegan or Sophie?” I asked, semi-seriously.

      “Raegan.”

      Rush was usually the most rational of all of us. The one with the least scars—emotional and physical. He was off base right now though. He didn’t fucking get it. “I’m keeping her until she helps get our laptop back. That’s the agreement,” I snarled.

      I had no idea why I made that agreement. I had my own thieves. Raegan might be better—I couldn’t tell until I saw her in action—but still, I could have done the job without her. I didn’t really need to bring her with us. I wouldn’t have if Jimmy hadn’t screamed at her…if I hadn’t seen her at the party. Fuck.

      This was why I didn’t improvise. Improvising is how I ended up with a random girl screaming at me and ignoring all my rules and my two best friends acting like fucking idiots all in the span of five goddamn days. Now I was stuck avoiding her while I came up with bullshit ways to make it seem like I really needed her here in the first place.

      “And Sophie?” Beck asked. “What are you going to do with her?”

      What? Who cared about Sophie? Jesus. That sounded bad, even to say to my brothers. I needed to reel it in.

      I stared at Beck for too long, trying to remember what he was asking me. “Sophie is here because we’re doing Jimmy a favor,” I said finally. “If they’re getting shot at, what do you want me to do?”

      Beck reached for the bottle I’d abandoned and poured two more drinks, handing one to Rush. “Don’t you think you need to tell them why they’re getting shot at?”

      “No,” I growled. “No one says a fucking word.”

      “That’s going to blow up in your face, bro,” Rush said ominously.

      Probably. Still, I didn’t want to deal with it. Not yet.

      “We wait,” I snapped. “First, we get the laptop back and assess the situation at the Mount Summer base. I want to know how it’s going with so many of our men over there.”

      Beck looked wary. “Don’t you think keeping it from the girls will make it worse when they eventually find out? I mean, they have all the baggage from their brother too, it wasn’t just Dante that died.”

      My eyes narrowed. I fucking hated when anyone brought up Dante, and Beck liked to do it at least once a week. Motherfucker was lucky I liked him. I probably earned it this time for throwing Marcus in Raegan’s face, though. Not that he needed to hear that. “Shut up,” I barked. “It’s not your job to make the plans. Stick to waterboarding, or whatever the hell you’re getting off on these days.”

      Beck’s eyes hardened, and I wondered for a second if he was going to snap, but then he just grinned and took a sip of his drink. “Whatever, man,” he said cheerfully. “Your funeral.”

      Rush and I glanced at each other. Sometimes I thought we should get Beck someone to talk to, but then there was always something else to deal with and the issue kept getting pushed to the back burner. At least I was angry on the surface. Beck was repressing a lot of shit.

      Through the wall, Raegan’s voice yelled something about calling her dad. I smiled. I hoped she was ripping that Connor kid a new asshole.

      “Thin walls,” Rush commented. “That’s not a problem in the rest of the hotel, is it?”

      It definitely was not a problem in the rest of the hotel. I couldn’t have prostitutes working side by side if they could all hear each other. Most floors were sound proofed. In retrospect, I’d totally fucked up on this floor. “When I built this place, I thought I would want to hear what was going on over there. Turns out I don’t give a fuck,” I said.

      “Huh. Well, good security measure I guess.” Rush finished his drink.

      “Exactly.”

      “Speaking of security.” Rush stood and unplugged his laptop from the now destroyed TV. “We should look at this again.”

      “What about it?” Beck asked, walking around the kitchen island to look at the computer screen.

      “Did you notice anything weird about Raegan in the footage?” Rush asked.

      I glanced at him. “I don’t have fucking time to play twenty questions with you, just spit out what you have to say.”

      He raised an eyebrow, but hit play on the security footage, pausing it right as Raegan stepped out from behind the pillar to shoot and fired three shots. “Fine, fuck, calm down.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Do you see that? That’s fucking crazy.”

      “So? She shot the guy.” Beck shrugged.

      “No.” Rush rewound the tape, and we watched it again. The Cafe was under fire. Raegan and Sophie got under the table. They crawled behind the pillars. Raegan stepped out and fired three shots, and then it stopped.

      “What am I looking at?” I asked.

      “She killed him. No other explanation,” Rush said. “She stepped in front of an active shooter using a military grade assault rifle and hit him in the T-box before he hit her. She didn’t even have a clear shot. That’s insane.”

      “No, that’s decent training,” Beck supplied.

      I mulled that over. That was more than decent training. That was the kind of training I had. The kind of training that only came from having people repeatedly shoot at you while you tried to figure out how to shoot back. Why would Jimmy O’Rourke have trained Raegan like that? Sophie was the heir to Mount Summer—sort of. Her husband would take over the organization. That was just how things worked. So why train Raegan like an heir? It made no fucking sense.

      I glanced at the wall. Raegan was leaving Sophie’s room now. I could hear the door opening and her footsteps in the hall. Connor was with her. There were two sets of feet. I had the strangest urge to go out there and kill him right here and now. Fuck. I needed to get a grip. That was not part of the plan, and what had I learned from all of this? Never fucking improvise.
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        * * *

      

      It was barely six in the morning on a Sunday, but I was wide awake.

      Fucking Sophie got up early to do cardio yogalates. I had no idea what the fuck that was, but I could hear every note of her bullshit pop music through my bedroom wall starting at 5:30AM for the last week. I was this close to storming in there and shooting her TV until it bled.

      Better yet, I could steal it from her. My new TV wouldn’t be delivered until tomorrow, and I was still seriously pissed about the death of my previous one. Plus, I’d probably made her room too nice. Both of them. I should have made this harder on them.

      Sophie’s music got louder—some woman whining about her boyfriend leaving her. Made perfect sense to me with a voice like that. How would you ever hear yourself think? I got up and pressed my hands into my eyes. I wasn’t going to be getting any more sleep any time soon. I needed to get a contractor in here immediately to fix the fucking walls. Or I could move Sophie to another floor. I’d clearly been having some sort of psychotic break when I put her up here. The room beside mine had gone unoccupied for years, and I preferred it that way.

      The real issue was when I decided to put Raegan downstairs with Beck and Rush. She was attractive, smart-mouthed, and carried guns. I could already see where that was going and should have anticipated it. Jesus, what a fucking nightmare. I might need to call this whole week a wash. I needed a Xanax. Or to get fucked.

      Skipping the shower for the moment, I got up and grabbed a bathing suit from the hook in my bathroom and pulled it on. One of the positive things I’d done when building this hotel was put stairs from my room up to the pool. If not for that I undoubtedly would have relocated everyone to one of the other hotels by now, just to avoid listening to the yogalates.

      The smell of chlorine filled the air as I jogged up the steps to the pool deck, towel and gun in hand. Only the earliest rays of sun were rising over the horizon, casting the roof in soft light. All of St. Adrian was still asleep. Lucky bastards.

      A gigantic wall covered in greenery divided the roof in two. This side was my personal oasis. The other was for guest use. A large infinity pool lined the edge of the roof, appearing like you could swim right off. The Hotel on Main was one of the tallest buildings in this part of the city, allowing me to look out over the enormous park below. One of my better design ideas.

      I tossed my towel on one of the lounge chairs and dove into the pool. The water hadn’t quite reached its peak temperature yet so early, and the slight chill shocked me fully awake.

      Flipping over onto my back, I floated there for a minute. Today I was going to send some of my guys to dig around on the East Side of the city and see if they could find out who the shooter was yesterday. Rush and I had watched the security tape at least fifteen times on Wednesday night, and all we could see was Raegan.

      Raegan protecting her sister. Raegan stepping out and shooting at an active gunman like it was nothing. Raegan wearing the shortest shorts I’d ever fucking seen outside of a strip club.

      I still couldn’t fucking believe her security guy just left her like that. I’d probably have to wait a couple of weeks to kill him. Make it seem unrelated to today, otherwise Jimmy would have questions. I fucking hated playing politics with other gang leaders. It would be so much easier when I didn’t have to pander to people like Jimmy fucking O’Rourke anymore. Granted, when I didn’t have to pretend anymore, I’d have a whole host of other problems.

      Fuck, that yogalates song was stuck in my head. That shit was going to have to stop, or I would blow my brains out by the end of the week.

      Something moved on the pool deck, and my eyes flew open. I flipped in the water so I was no longer floating on my back and swam to the edge. What was that? No one was allowed on this side of the pool except Beck and Rush, and they wouldn’t be awake yet. I wasn’t usually awake now either. I rose halfway out of the water, reaching for my gun on the lounge chair and froze. Holy shit.

      Raegan stood by a lounger near the bar. She was stripping out of a sheer robe, revealing the fucking smallest black bikini I’d ever seen. My heart hammered and I bit my fist to hold back a groan when she bent all the way over to put her phone on the lounger. Fuck.

      I rubbed my hand over my face. This wasn’t fucking happening. What had I just said yesterday? She was the goddamned enemy, and I wasn’t going to be like my idiot friends and forget that just because she had a nice ass.

      She turned, mouth dropping open, when her gaze landed on me. Hooded eyes under long lashes scanned my body as I stepped into the shallows and started up the stairs. Her tongue darted out to wet her lips, and my gaze snapped to her mouth. She bit down, piercing her bottom lip between her teeth, and I stared, transfixed.

      “If you keep looking at me like that I’m going to take it as an invitation,” I said casually, not really expecting an answer.

      When she gasped, I glanced up at her and held my breath for half a second, morbidly curious to hear what she would say. Her gaze hardened, and I was hit with a strange combination of relief and disappointment. Fucking hell, I needed to get out of here and get laid.

      “Ugh, stop,” she scoffed. “I remember I hate you every time you open your mouth.”

      I walked closer and hummed when her gaze inadvertently dropped down to my bare chest. If she thought she was pulling off unaffected, she was dead wrong, but that was fine. At least she had given me the second I needed to remember who the fuck she was. If I’d picked up anything from watching all that security footage the other day, it was that Raegan was not an innocent little princess like her sister. She was a threat—in more ways than one.

      “The feeling is mutual, O’Rourke.”

      Anyone else, anyone, and she’d already be laid out under me on this lounger. Instead, I took another step, boxing her in. She looked up at me with some mixture of lust and disdain, the internal battle practically visible on her face. I could hardly blame her for that, but I was still going to exploit the shit out of it.

      Another step closer and her breath came out in pants. I stepped in close enough for my mouth to graze her ear, and goosebumps covered her skin.

      I straightened abruptly and pointed to the chair beside her. “You’re in the way of my towel.”

      “What—” She turned bright red, mouth dropping open, and took off toward the water.

      My smile slipped a little as I strode from the pool area. I balled my hand into a fist, strangling my towel. Maybe that had worked a little too well.

      I stormed into my room and pulled out my phone, dialing the number of one of my guys over at the downtown Hotel Esposito.

      “Boss.” Anthony answered on the second ring.

      “I’m coming down there for a couple of days.”

      “What? Why?”

      “It doesn’t fucking matter, does it? I want to see how the renovation is going.”

      I didn’t really care how the renovation was going. The new hotel was my least favorite location. The Hotel on Main was my favorite, followed by the Lexington Avenue location. Technically they were all called “The Hotel Esposito,” but the best way to tell them apart was by the street name. The new location where the bombing happened was on the corner of Washington and 8th, which would have been fine, but there was already a Washington hotel up the street. There just wasn’t a good name for it, so I never really liked it. Maybe I’d lean in and call it The Hotel Dynamite. Was that too fucked up? Maybe.

      “Boss?” Anthony asked.

      “What?”

      “When will you be here?”

      “An hour.”

      I needed some space away from everything. Away from Raegan and her bikini, and Beck and Rush panting after her like sixteen-year-old virgins, and Sophie and her fucking music. Maybe I’d call those twins from last week while I was gone and try to work off some of this clearly misplaced energy. Maybe by the time I got back, all of this would have just magically gone away.
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      The hot summer sun beat down on me as I lounged by the pool, taking advantage of both the weather and the privacy. The pool deck was a little slice of paradise smack dab in the middle of a hellscape. I took a sip of my drink and closed my eyes, listening to the sound of the water lapping against the side of the pool.

      “Good morning Little Thief. Missed you at breakfast.”

      I cracked one eye open. “Where did you come from?”

      Beck ran his tongue over his lip ring. “Your wildest dreams.”

      I snorted. To be fair, he looked good. I was practically drooling and by the way he moved under my gaze, he’d noticed. He wore board shorts and a black t-shirt, his messy blonde hair hidden underneath a baseball cap with the Red Bull logo splashed across the front.

      “Breakfast isn’t really my thing,” I lied, praying he wouldn’t call me on my shit.

      “We’re going to have to change that, then.” He sent me a playful grin. “You seemed to like my pancakes the other day.” Hell, this guy made anything sound appealing. He could sell snow shovels in Florida.

      I cleared my throat, shaking my head as if to clear it. “Why are you here blocking my light? I’m assuming I’m in for another day of doing nothing, right?”

      He shifted on his feet, which I took to mean “Yes.” I sighed loudly. Nico was really testing my fucking patience, and my father was a close second. I hadn’t been able to reach my dad once since the shooting. He was clearly dodging my calls. Sophie had no luck either when I’d made her try. You would think we were literally prisoners.

      “I’m going to the track. Want to come?”

      I racked my brain trying to figure out what he meant. “The track?”

      “I have to swing by the stadium to pick up some paperwork from my manager.”

      Right. The mysterious motocross side gig. I pretended to think about it, but couldn’t hold back my smile. Literally anything to get out of the hotel. As long as I brought my guns, we’d be fine. “Sure, but it better be fun.”

      A cocky grin formed across his chiseled face. “Oh, you’ll enjoy it.”
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        * * *

      

      If I’d realized we were going to be driving forty-five minutes to the local NFL stadium…well, I still would’ve gone. If only to get out of the hotel. Beck grumbled as we got into another bullet proof silver Range Rover. “Next time, we’ll take my car. I hate these things.”

      “Why can’t we take your car now?”

      “Because if Nico finds out I took you out of the house in anything other than one of the tanks, he’ll shoot me. Literally.”

      I laughed, then wondered if he wasn’t kidding. Nico, Rush, and Beck seemed pretty close. Then again, I had seen my dad shoot one of my uncles in the leg before, so who knew.

      We pulled into the back entrance of the football stadium, and my eyes went wide. Holy shit, it was huge. The entire front was glass from roof to floor. Gigantic billboards lined the sides. The one front and center was a picture of Beck’s smiling face.

      “Show off.”

      “Had to get your attention somehow.”

      He had it. This place was amazing. Beck drove around the side of the stadium to a gated entrance and stopped in front of a security booth. The window opened and Beck held up a scannable ID pass.

      The elderly guard met us with an enormous smile. “Hey, Mr. Bellamy. Thanks so much for the swag. I meant a lot to my grandson. He showed everyone he could find his signed jersey.”

      “Anytime. Did you get the tickets I left for him for the upcoming race?”

      “Sure did.” The guy smiled wider, awe written across his face.

      “Make sure he comes to see me after the race. I’ve already put him on the guest list.”

      “Thank you so much. That will mean the world to him.”

      Beck just smiled at him in return. Like he’d do this for anyone. “Anytime.”

      “Good luck, Mr. Bellamy. Make sure to show off a little for your girl there.” He winked.

      I blanched, but didn’t have time to correct him as Beck said goodbye and pulled through the gates. We parked in a spot that had a sign “Red Bull—Beck Bellamy” written across it.

      “So,” I said. “When Rush said you ‘thought’ you were a professional…” I let my voice trail off.

      “He was fucking with me.” He grinned sheepishly. It was adorable.

      “Okay, Hot Shot, let’s see it.”

      He smiled. “Alright, guns stay in the car though.”

      My eyes widened in horror. “Excuse me?”

      “There are cameras everywhere, and metal detectors. And this is a major public stadium. They check for weapons all the time.”

      “There’s no one here right now, though,” I complained.

      “Still. Trust me. We don’t want to get caught on the field with a bunch of unregistered weapons. That would bring FBI heat, not just local cops. We can’t have that hassle. I’m leaving mine too, promise.” He made an X over his heart like a kid on the playground.

      I rolled my eyes and unstrapped my gun holster from around my leg. “Fine.”

      We got out of the car and he entwined our fingers. My heart beat violently against my ribs, and I willed it to stop. This wasn’t a big deal, it was just that this stadium was huge, and he didn’t want me to get lost, that was all.

      He led me down a flight of concrete stairs, through several doors that required badge access, and past a set of locker rooms.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      He turned that boyish grin on me—near impossible to resist. “The NFL plays here, but in the off season they truck in a bunch of dirt and build the courses for motocross events.”

      We pushed through another door and I blinked at the sudden sunlight after having been underground. There were stalls, almost like for horses, but filled with bikes, set up all along the edge of what used to be a football field. The field was covered in huge mounds of dirt, shaped into ramps and jumps, separated by colorful barriers displaying the names of the various sponsors.

      “This one is mine,” Beck said as we stopped at a larger stall. The huge bike stood well over my hips. It was predominantly orange, but was covered in red, white and blue Red Bull stickers. The number thirteen was splashed across the front.

      “Lucky number thirteen,” I said. “It looks heavy as fuck. How do you lift it?”

      He threw me a lopsided grin. “Please don’t tell me you haven’t noticed my muscles. It might break my heart.”

      I choked on a laugh. “Don’t worry, Big Guy. You’re hard not to notice.”

      He suddenly swung me up into a bear hug. “That’s what I was hoping to hear, Little Thief.”

      “Fishing for compliments?”

      “From you? Always.”

      My heartbeat doubled again. I needed to calm down. It was perfectly normal to be affected by such a stupidly hot guy. What wasn’t normal was to keep forgetting the situation. My eyes fixed on the Gentlemen tattoo peeking out from under the sleeve of his t-shirt. Beck wasn’t a normal guy.

      It was slightly easier to ignore his ties to Nico and the Gentlemen because, unlike Rush, I wasn’t totally sure what his job was. Clearly, he was part of the inner circle, but why? Even this motocross thing added an extra level of confusion. Most hardened criminals didn’t also have sponsorships with Red Bull and their faces on billboards.

      What. The. Fuck.

      If any of my indecision showed on my face, Beck didn’t notice or comment. “Want to get on it?”

      “What?” I tipped my head in confusion.

      He gestured to the bike, and I bit my lip. Yeah, I wanted to get on it.

      “Okay, I’ve got you.” He laughed and lifted me easily by the hips until I could get one leg over the seat.

      “Wow.” It felt even bigger now that I was on it.

      “Ready to start it?” he asked, smiling like a fool.

      “Yeah.”

      He hadn’t taken his hands off my waist, and warmth and giddiness crept up my skin again. Dammit, I was giving myself emotional whiplash.

      “Okay, put your foot here and press down on the pedal.” He guided me exactly where I needed to be and did something on the handle. The bike roared to life. The sound filled my ears, drowning out my squeak of surprised laughter.

      “You look hot on my bike,” he growled in my ear, making me shiver. “I’ll have to take you for a ride sometime.”

      My body buzzed as an electric current snapped between us. I met his dark, hooded gaze and watched his tongue run over his lip ring, tempting the fuck out of me. Heat pooled low between my thighs, and his devious smirk told me he knew exactly what he was doing. He stepped in closer and turned off the bike. I breathed in his sandalwood scent and felt lightheaded at his proximity. I gasped when he wrapped his hands around my waist, lifting me up so he could reposition me to sit sideways on the bike.

      His eyes searched mine and must have found the answer he wanted, because he lowered his mouth, barely grazing my lips. They were soft, and the cold metal of his lip ring slid over my sensitive skin. He didn’t move to deepen the kiss, instead looked at me with a dare in his eyes. Fuck, he was going to wait for me to make a move. Effectively erasing my ability to pretend I didn’t want this just as much as he did.

      His fingers threaded through my hair, and I lost the little control I had. My tongue slipped out, and I ran it over his piercing, drawing a groan from deep in his throat. His restraint broke just like it did the first time we kissed, but this time was different. I didn’t want it to stop. He stepped between my legs and I nipped, sucked and licked his mouth, both of us fighting for control of the kiss. His other hand gripped my hip, and he ground me down on his hard length. I became a desperate, needy thing as I rocked into him.

      “Beck!”

      I jumped, and Beck turned at the sound of his name, still keeping one hand on my waist to keep me from falling off the bike. Not that I would have—If I could scale a fucking building, I could stay on a motorcycle—but I sort of appreciated his concern.

      “Sadie.” Beck put up his hand in half a polite wave.

      Even from twenty yards away, I could see the woman approaching us across the dusty stadium was gorgeous. She wore a black tank top over a pair of those baggy, plastic-looking riding pants I’d seen in the video of racers. Her long brown hair was pulled up in a high ponytail, which showed off her strong bone structure and big, dark eyes. My own eyes widened. Who the fuck was this?

      “Hey!” she said, as she came within a few feet of us. “I didn’t know you were coming down today.”

      “I didn’t know anyone would be here either,” Beck replied. “I thought they were still setting up for next weekend.”

      “They are. I’m here for press pics.”

      The woman’s eyes fell on me, still sitting on Beck’s bike with his arm around my waist. Her eyebrows rose. “Hello,” she said slowly, a heavy dose of skepticism in her voice.

      I squinted at her, the sun shining in my eyes. “Hi.”

      “Oh, sorry,” Beck said. “Rae, this is Mercedes Hill. She’s one of the riders on the women’s team. Sadie, Raegan O’Rourke.”

      It bothered me that he didn’t give me any qualifying title. Sadie was one of the riders. I was just me. I mean, what was he supposed to say, I guess. “This is Raegan. She’s from a rival gang and we’ve kind of kidnapped her, but are also using her to potentially steal money and/or information. She can’t ride bikes, but she can shoot you in the head.”

      That probably would not go over well.

      Sadie smiled coyly at Beck. “A couple of us girls are going out tonight.” She stepped closer to him, shooting me a fake smile. “You and the guys should come out. It’ll be fun. Like that night in New Forge when you and Rush came out.” Her implication was clear: I could go fuck myself.

      Beck still held my waist. The weight of his hand was the only thing stopping me from climbing off the bike. My blood boiled in my veins. I was pissed he took my guns because I was going to murder this tactless bitch and I didn’t want to bruise my knuckles.

      Beck scanned my expression and chuckled. He didn’t look away, effectively dismissing her. “Nah, we’re good.”

      She scoffed. “Since when?” Her face turned red as she glared daggers at me.

      Beck looked down at me. “Recently.”

      “Who is this again?” She sneered.

      Beck’s gaze snapped back to her. For the first time, I was seeing the hardened gangster. Goddammit, he was hot. My entire body heated when he turned his eyes back on me and didn’t look away. “Don’t be jealous, Sadie. It’s not a good look for you.”

      “Fine, whatever,” she huffed. The tips of her ears turned red.

      I waited two seconds for her to be slightly out of earshot before turning to Beck. “Friend of yours?” I said, as casually as I could manage.

      “Not really.” He grinned. “You’re hot when you're all murdery, Little Thief. Love the violence.”

      I snorted, holding out my arms for him to help me down. He did, swinging me back onto the ground. “Yeah? You into that?” I joked.

      His eyes flashed, but he ignored the question. “You going to come to my race next weekend?”

      For the first time since I met him, he looked unsure. I wanted to wipe that look from his face. “Hell yeah, I will.”

      His smile was like the cat that ate the canary, so big it took up his whole face. God, what must it be like to be so happy so easily? I wanted to soak up his good mood and save it for later. If I wasn’t careful, I could get addicted.
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      “Yes, Raegan?” My dad’s voice was abrupt, like just answering my call was a huge inconvenience.

      I paced back and forth along the pool deck, ignoring the sound of Beck and Rush talking quietly somewhere to my left. “I need to know what’s going on. Why is Sophie being targeted?”

      It had taken me literally days to get my dad on the phone. I kept getting rerouted to Brian, who told me he was busy. Finally, by the end of our second week in the hotel—ten days after the shooting—I called my mom, and demanded she pass the phone along.

      “You’re on a need-to-know basis.” There was an annoyed edge to his words, but I pushed further.

      “Come on, Dad. I do need to know. Shit’s been going down. We’ve been attacked, and now they’re not letting us leave.”

      “Are you questioning me? You don’t need to know. Am I clear?” His tone left no room for argument.

      “Yes, sir.”

      I could hear the smile in his voice. “Good. How’s your sister?”

      I rolled my eyes. “She’s fine.”

      “Safe?”

      “Yeah, the guys are with us 24/7 since the incident.”

      “Good. Call me if there’s any progress on the laptop.” The phone clicked. That was it. No “stay safe,” no “see you later,” or even a, “goodbye.”

      I put my phone down on the pool deck bar counter a little too hard and ran my fingers through my hair. I was going to need a drink. More annoying than the actual failure of that conversation would be when Nico realized I had gotten nowhere with my dad, and rubbed it in my face. I mean, I could just leave. Sneak out of the hotel and catch a bus to New Forge maybe, but then what? I didn’t have any money outside of my family since I worked for Mount Summer, and I couldn’t just leave Sophie. Plus, I would probably be hunted down and killed for deserting the family. Fuck!

      The scent of cedar and wood-smoke surrounded me as Rush stepped close enough that his fingers nearly grazed mine. The hair on my arm raised as the ever-present current snapped between us. I looked up at him, but his gaze lingered on my body. I was dressed in my skimpy bikini with my sheer cover-up on top. He was shirtless and practically radiating heat. It took willpower not to lean into him.

      “Sharing secrets with the enemy?” His words were sharp, but his tone lacked conviction. As if he was trying to convince himself.

      “It’s been almost two weeks since the incident at the cafe. Your boss doesn’t seem to care at all about actually using me for anything. I barely see my sister. I want to know why I’m being locked up here.” Frustration seeped through my words. I took a deep breath in and blew it out, meeting Rush’s eyes. “I’m frustrated that I still don’t know what’s happening.”

      His hands clenched white at his sides, and he looked away. Unable or unwilling to fill me in. “I’d tell you if I could.”

      It would’ve made absolutely no sense for Rush to give me information, but he looked serious. He was fucking stunning standing here in nothing but his swim shorts, every inch of his tattooed on full display, but it didn’t matter. “Yeah, why should I believe that?”

      He took a deep breath and his eyebrows drew together. “You shouldn’t.”

      “Exactly,” I scoffed.

      Spending time with the guys, at least, wasn’t a hardship. Well, Beck anyway. Rush and I had a tentative truce. There was a constant push/pull that I couldn’t seem to fight. He looked after the Gentlemen. Should’ve been the easiest thing in the world to hate him. The truth was, I didn’t. On top of that, I didn’t think he hated me as much as he’d like me to believe.

      Nico was a whole other thing. He seemed to be making himself scarce on purpose. He’d been in and out over the last couple of weeks to oversee the progress on rebuilding the downtown Hotel Esposito, leaving both Rush and Beck here to watch me and Sophie. Every time he came back for a day or so, he would promptly disappear again without warning. Sophie was also frequently absent. She had taken to hiding in her room basically 24/7, and I had no idea why. She and Nico could teach a class on sketchy behavior.

      I grabbed a spiked seltzer from the bar fridge and slipped off my cover up and shoes. I covertly looked over at Beck in the pool. He was in the shallow end, his torso above the water, and what a fucking sight it was. Water rippled down his chest. Images of bloody colored demons and severed heads inked over his skin. Every inch painted in detail. Ever since our kiss Sunday, all I could think about was running my tongue all over his. I needed to get my shit together.

      Distracted, I didn’t notice Rush until he’d already lifted me into the air. “I think you need to cool down, Firecracker. You’re looking a bit flushed.”

      “Put me down.” I swatted at him. What the fuck was happening? He hadn’t voluntarily touched me since the night we first met. “Rush, don’t you fucking dare throw me in that water.”

      I could hear the laugh in his voice and didn’t trust him for a second. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      Beck looked up at us, his expression that of wicked amusement. The next thing I knew, Rush and I were submerged in the water. I came up sputtering.

      “You are fucking dead,” I choked, unable to keep the laugh out of my voice.

      Beck’s strong arms wrapped around me, holding me up in the water that was above my head. “Come swim with me.”

      His hands loosened, and I spun in his arms, not prepared for how it would feel against my wet skin. A seriousness overtook him, and his eyes hooded as his gaze roamed over me just like the other day at the stadium. Then he smirked and tossed me a good three feet into the air to land directly in front of Rush. “I can’t keep you all to myself, Little Thief. Sharing is caring, right?”

      Rush’s face dripped from the splash of my landing. My laughter caught in my throat when my gaze met his. He looked at me with the same intensity he had the night of the ball. His lids hooded over two-toned eyes, tracing over my face as if taking me in for the first time.

      Distracted, I started to dip lower in the water, and his hands grasped my hips, fingers digging into my skin. He pulled me close against him. Fuck.

      My heart hammered in my chest as I tried to catch the breath I’d been holding. Rush’s breathing matched mine, chest rising and falling in quick pants. Every nerve ending in my body prickled with the force of this moment. No longer able to make coherent thoughts, I leaned in closer to Rush, feeling Beck’s eyes burning into my back.

      “Where the hell are you guys?” Nico yelled from the entrance to the pool deck.

      I scrambled to get away from Rush. He frowned at me like he’d finally come to his senses and was disappointed with himself. It fucking stung. We all turned to Nico, who looked deeply out of place on the pool deck in a black suit. He scowled as he met my eyes. His appearance shocked me back to reality. These were Gentlemen. Right. And I was…a fucking idiot.

      “You’re back,” Rush said, shortly.

      “Glad to see you’ve both been taking good care of Raegan,” Nico said acidly. “If I’d realized all she needed was incentive not to leave the hotel, I could’ve saved myself so much trouble.”

      I flushed. It was obvious what he meant by that, and he wasn’t wrong. God, I needed a therapist. Or a lobotomy.

      “Shut up, bro.” Beck hauled himself out of the pool and followed Nico into the hallway of the hotel, only glancing back long enough to roll his eyes at us as if to say “I’ll deal with him.”

      “Get dressed. We have shit to do tonight,” Nico yelled over his shoulder.

      “What does that mean?” I asked, turning my gaze back to Rush.

      He’d put his walls back up. Face blank. “Ask Nico. You heard him, get dressed. I have actual work to do.”

      He stalked away and I swore under my breath. Wherever we were going with all the tension, it wasn’t likely to be fun.
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      “What the hell, man?” I threw on a shirt and followed Nico as he stomped to the elevator. “Listen, I know you have your own hang-ups about her, but she’s fucking good people so back off.”

      Nico was silent the short ride down, not saying a word until we got into the privacy of his room. Then he spun on me, eyebrows pulled up. “Hang ups? They killed my fucking brother.”

      “Your brother shouldn’t have been out that night.”

      Nico got in my face, grabbing my collar, and pushed me into the wall. “Are you saying it’s his fault he died?”

      “Of course not, man. I’m saying the whole thing was fucked up, and it took two sons dying for anyone to recognize it. How many people died when your dad ran shit? No one cared. Nothing changed until it got personal to the men running the gangs. I’m mad as fucking hell that Dante died, but the war should've stopped long before that happened. The men in charge were responsible, not Rae. She’s paid the same price for their selfishness as you did.”

      Nico backed off and looked toward the window, his jaw still tight. “What do you think is happening here? You’re going to ride off into the sunset with your new girlfriend like some gangland Romeo and fucking Juliet?”

      My mouth became a thin line. “No, but you don’t have a single fucking leg to stand on, so I wouldn’t go there.”

      He pressed both hands on the kitchen counter and tilted his head up to the ceiling. “Fine. Fuck it. Forget about her.”

      My jaw clenched. There was no forgetting about her, and he’d have to get used to it.

      Nico’s gaze dropped to mine. “We have bigger problems. Tommy sent photos. All the guys that went missing aren’t missing anymore.”

      My stomach dropped out. “Fuck.”

      “Yeah, fuck. They switched sides and swore in with the Trilogy.”

      I sat down hard on a stool, raking a hand through my hair. “How many?”

      “So far only nine,” Nico said, his eyes totally black. “We need to figure out how many have defected. I want them hunted down.”

      I nodded, my blood boiling. You didn’t fuck with me or my family. My smile broadened at the thought of cutting into every traitor. Maybe I would make the others watch so they’d know what was coming for them.

      Nico patted me on the shoulder. I hadn’t realized I’d gotten lost in my thoughts. “There will be time for that, I promise. Right now, we have to concentrate. Giovanna thinks we have a mole.”

      “What the fuck?” I started, but Nico held up his hand.

      “They must be high up. During the renovations some of the fire alarms weren’t hooked up during the initial install in the building. The mole has been hiding within our ranks since before then because the bombers entered through an ‘alarmed’ fire exit.”

      I stood and paced back and forth in the open space between the kitchen and living room. “What the hell was so important on that laptop that they blew up a building to get it?”

      Nico was looking at his phone, eyebrows pinched, his smile was all teeth, but didn’t reach his eyes. “Don’t worry about it.”

      I gave him a questioning look. “Yeah, but—”

      He cut me off. “I already know what information The Trilogy was looking for. I want you to find out how they got in, not why. I need you to get me the name of the mole.”

      I grinned. “Who am I questioning today?”

      Nico's expression grew dark again. “Luca.”
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        * * *

      

      I headed down to my workroom in the hotel's basement an hour after my conversation with Nico. My blood burned at the idea of traitors lurking in our ranks, killing off our men. Or worse, defecting. My workroom was locked behind a solid steel door with a biometric scanner keyed to only Nico, Rush, and me. Not that it was a horror show inside. Everything was clean and organized. It was the sheer number of tools I had access to that would put the fear of God into anyone who came through that door.

      I searched for the perfect combination of tools to deliver maximum impact. A smile tugged at my lips as I packed my black work bag. It held everything I needed: gloves, smelling salts to keep my victim awake, a large plastic tarp to keep the clean-up simple. It even had disposable coveralls for extra messy jobs. I decided on an old school dentistry tool. Nothing like pulling teeth to get a person to squeal. It was the next best thing to pulling eyes, but that would likely have men jumping ship to get away from me. I was going to make Luca talk, while reminding the others why they wouldn’t dare to fucking cross us.

      What would my little thief think of my extracurricular activities?

      Nico had already left, saying he was going to take Rae with him to retrieve the laptop. That shouldn’t have surprised me, since her skill at stealing was why he kept her around, but it did. I had become protective of her these last few weeks. A part of me hoped they didn’t find the laptop. I wasn’t ready for the fiery redhead to walk out on us. Even the idea she would head back to the opposite side, fighting against us, stung like a bitch.

      My phone buzzed on the counter. I flipped it over, giving it a quick glance, and zipped up my bag.

      Rush: Outside

      I grabbed my stuff and headed to meet him. The mask I wore on jobs was already set in place. Today was going to be fun.
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        * * *

      

      I looked over to Rush as we sped through the city. He drove like a fucking maniac, and that was a lot coming from me. We headed to a small city outpost where we kept a few men stationed year-round to monitor comings and goings in our district. It was a fucking cushy-ass job, so the idea that they were the ones defecting didn’t sit right. Plus, Rick was there.

      Rick was a burly man in his late fifties. He’d been around when I was a kid and always treated me soft when my dad was doing his damn best to harden me up. Rick would murder my ass if he even thought I was questioning his loyalty. He wasn’t the problem, but the other men there obviously were.

      We pulled up to the small building just on the edge of our territory. Three men stepped out, all dressed in jeans and leather patched jackets. Our lower level guys all preferred to dress like this instead of the suits Nico made mandatory for the enforcers at the club.

      Rush parked and looked at me. “We’re going to stay calm. The intel we’re going off of is thin at best. There’s just a hint that someone may be recruiting here.”

      “Nico said that Luca was here,” I said, my voice emotionless. My body buzzed in anticipation of getting my hands on him.

      “Yeah, Luca’s here, but that doesn’t mean everyone has gone sour. We’ll talk to Rick.”

      I groaned. I was already hyped up. Adrenaline pumped through my veins. Staying calm wasn’t going to be an option much longer.

      Luca was a mid-level Gentlemen who typically worked as an enforcer over at the hotel on Lexington. He’d been moved over to the new hotel a couple of months before it was finished being built to help run security there. He was close in age to Rush, Nico, and I, and had also grown up with parents in the organization, so we’d known him a long time. I fucking hated the kid.

      Rick came out of a large steel door with a red “Do Not Enter” sign glued to it. The building was a nondescript old warehouse with faded grey paneled walls. Rick was burly as ever. A little grayer than the last time I saw him. He wore black jeans, a black t-shirt, and a patched vest. I got out of the car and he walked up to me, face hard. My skin itched, and my stomach burned at the idea that he was involved. The asshole broke into a toothy grin and clapped me on the back. “I hear you came to take care of my problem.”

      “You know?” I asked, shocked to hear he knew we were coming. This wasn’t the kind of thing you announced beforehand.

      “Of course I fucking know, boy. Who do you think called it in?” He looked at me like I was a stupid ten-year-old again. He wrapped an arm around my back. “I’ve got him all setup like you like’em.”

      A smile split across my face, and my icy walls went up. Fucking showtime.

      Rick hadn’t exaggerated. He led Rush and me to the basement where he already had Luca strapped to a chair, hands tied behind his back. The prick glared up at me, fronting that he wasn’t afraid, but his body trembled, giving him away. Everyone was afraid of me. The stench of fear came off the other Gentlemen as they stepped back from the scene, giving me plenty of clearance. I wasn’t here for them. My attention focused on the man tied to the chair. It didn’t matter that we’d sat together for dinner on multiple occasions, or that we’d gone out and gotten drunk and partied more than once. All I saw was a traitor.

      “Come on, Beck. You know I didn’t do it. We’re friends.” Luca’s voice rose, shaking more with each word.

      I tilted my head in mock confusion. “Friends” was a stretch. Luca had sort of followed us around as teenagers, especially after Dante died, and it became clear Nico was going to become the boss, but we were never friends. Reluctant acquaintances, sure.

      I smiled, knowing his pleas and screams wouldn't penetrate the icy shell that came over me. I never spoke to my marks while I worked, beyond the occasional question. The silence drove them fucking crazy, and they always said more than they wanted to make the pain stop. They didn’t know that I wouldn’t ever stop until they died, or I got bored.

      Making someone scream was the best adrenaline rush in the world. I never got bored.

      I took my tools out, nice and slow, and placed them on the counter. With every agonizing second, Luca trembled harder. “Who hired you?” I asked quietly.

      He convulsed. “No one, man. I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Who else has turned against us?”

      “You’ve got the wrong guy!”

      I shook my head. They all said that. I started with a few choice cuts along his ribs. That made it harder for him to squirm. I didn’t like it when they moved too much. It made things messy. I moved onto his Achilles heels, which snapped when they were cut through. The men around the room groaned at the sound. By the time I started on his teeth he was giving up names at a speed so fast Rush abandoned his pen and started recording on his phone so we missed nothing. One of our men gagged and raced out of the room.

      When it was clear he’d told us everything he knew, I cut the artery in his leg and watched as the blood seeped from him and relief that the pain would stop filled his eyes. I knew I’d done a good job when death became the only thing they wished for.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I cleaned my tools methodically. They would still have to go through a sanitize cycle in the industrial dishwasher, but I kept a clean ship. Rick sent men to pick up the list of men we’d gotten from Luca. They wouldn’t be an issue anymore.

      Rush propped himself up against my worktable and scanned me over. “Hurry the fuck up, bro. I’m hungry.” He always did this after a job. He’d check me over and make sure going dark hadn’t done irreparable damage. He was afraid I wouldn’t come out. I couldn’t blame him. There was a time I didn’t want to. An image of red hair had me coming out of it sooner than normal.

      I scoffed. “Oh yeah, you worked up such an appetite watching me work, did you?”

      “The fucking teeth, bro. The squish and pop sound they make when they come out. Does it for me,” he deadpanned.

      I laughed, sounding almost normal. “That’s fucking gross, man,” I was still coming down from the thrill of torturing Luca. Soon I would be covered in a thick coat of self-hatred over what I’d done…but not yet. That was the cycle: the anticipation, the adrenaline rush, then the comedown and inevitable crash. It was like chasing a heroin high, and shaking for days afterward, sick from withdrawal.

      “Let’s hit Boloco. I want tacos,” I said.

      Before Rush could reply, both our phones went off with several messages.

      Nico: We’re under fire.

      Nico: 166 Thompson Ave.

      Nico: Get here fucking now. I need a distraction.

      Fear skipped up my spine. He was with Rae. What the fuck happened? I fired off a frantic text, but nothing came back from Nico. We better fucking get there in time. Rush and I raced to the car, and he gave me a cocky smile. “Time to blow shit up.”
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      I rode the elevator back up to my room, alone. Rush had hurried out of the pool area, saying he needed to check on the motorcade before we left. Whatever that meant. I stopped short as soon as the doors of the elevator opened. Sophie sat on the floor outside my room, leaning against the door. Connor stood across from her, arms crossed over his chest.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, striding toward them.

      Connor’s gaze scanned over my skimpy black bikini and wet hair, undisguised lust in his expression. I tossed a damp towel at him, letting it smack him in the chest with a wet flop.

      “Nico’s screaming about something,” Sophie explained. “Thin walls. It’s super annoying.”

      My eyes narrowed. “He’s not yelling at Beck, is he? I’m going to fucking strangle him.”

      “No.” She rubbed her temples. “More like venting to Beck, but first, I don’t care what crawled up his ass and died today. I don’t need to hear every word. And second, I have a headache.”

      “Gotcha.” I stepped over Sophie to reach the door and unlocked it. “I should just have them make a second key for you.”

      She nodded as she stood and followed me in. “Were you up at the pool with the guys?”

      “Yeah.”

      Connor made a noise in the back of his throat, which I ignored. He clearly didn’t like any of the guys, which I got. I mean, they hadn’t been super thrilled my dad had sent him with us, especially after the shooting. A tiny pang of guilt settled in my stomach. I had been kind of a shitty friend to Connor since we’d been here.

      “What have you been doing all day?” I asked him.

      “Hanging out with me, mostly,” Sophie answered for him.

      “That’s my job.” Connor shrugged, frowning at me.

      “Okay. Well, good, I guess.”

      Something felt awkward, but I couldn’t quite place it. I’d have to look into it more later, but right now, I needed to get dressed.

      I crossed the living room, throwing my other towel over one of the kitchen stools, and stepped into my bedroom. I still hadn’t really unpacked, but a lot of my clothes had now migrated to either the floor or the bathroom. I had never claimed to be neat.

      “I’m going to jump in the shower,” I called. “Feel free to hang.”

      I rushed through my shower, but didn’t skimp on the blow-dry and straighten that my hair desperately needed. Nico hadn’t said what we were doing, but getting out of the hotel was always exciting. If I was being honest with myself, I kind of wanted to look good. Both Beck and Rush had pretty much only seen me in baggy t-shirts and no makeup, or a bathing suit with wet hair. It’s not like I’d been gross, but I certainly hadn’t been trying as hard as I was the first night I broke into the hotel in my leather dress, or when they saw me at the gala.

      Was it dumb to care? Probably. Did I put on eyeliner, anyway? Yes.

      When I came out of the bathroom, still wrapped in a towel with my hair and makeup done, Sophie whistled. “I mean, I’m flattered, but you didn’t have to get all done up just for us.”

      “Shut up,” I snapped, stepping behind the closet door to change. “I’m going out.”

      “Where?” Sophie asked, incredulously. “We aren’t allowed to leave.”

      “No idea.” I stepped back into the living room in high waisted black shorts and a white silk crop top. “Nico just said to get dressed because we had ‘shit to do.' It’s probably about the laptop, finally.”

      Connor coughed meaningfully and stood to open my fridge. He rummaged around and pulled out a beer.

      “What?” I snapped, my hands on my hips. “Do you have a comment?”

      “I just never took you for someone’s plaything,” he snapped. “What? Does he have a magical cock?”

      “Excuse me?” I spluttered.

      “Or maybe I shouldn’t assume it’s the boss you’re fucking. Which one is it? Or all three?”

      “Connor, stop it,” Sophie said sharply.

      “You know they’re using you, right? You’re nothing but South End trash to them.” Connor practically spit at me.

      “You know what? Fuck you, Connor.” I turned on my heel and headed for the door. “I don’t have to listen to this. You can go right back to the compound and tell my dad I couldn’t stand to look at you anymore.”

      “You know I can’t do that, Rae,” he called after me as the door slammed. “You’ll see I’m right eventually, and then you’ll be glad I’m here!”
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        * * *

      

      I exited the elevator on the parking level and immediately spotted Nico standing in front of a black bike, wearing his usual scowl. He wore another black-on-black suit, but he’d skipped the jacket, instead wearing a vest with his sleeves rolled up. He looked like the devil incarnate, and I wasn’t sure I could resist him corrupting me.

      He had to ruin it by opening his mouth. “Hurry up. You’re coming with me and we don’t have all fucking night.”

      I looked down at my outfit and back at him. Disregarding the fact that I didn’t want to spend any time with The Prince of Darkness, I was not dressed for a motorcycle. “Ah, no, I’m fucking not going anywhere with you. Where’s Rush and Beck?”

      “They’re busy. You and I have an errand to run.”

      “What the fuck? I thought we were all going?”

      “Change of plans,” he said smoothly.

      “Then I’m not going.” I crossed my arms over my chest. No way was I getting on a bike with Nico, especially knowing he’d been pissed enough to scream for the whole hotel to hear less than an hour ago. He’d probably crash just out of spite.

      “Yeah, you are. Don’t make this difficult, Raegan.” He pushed a helmet into my hands and I eyed the bike warily.

      “If you’re worried about people shooting at us, why wouldn’t we take a car.”

      He snorted. “No one is going to shoot at me. You’re fine.”

      I rolled my eyes. I didn’t understand him. To be fair, that was definitely not my fault. He was being intentionally vague, and it was getting old, fast.

      Nico swung his leg over the bike and looked at me expectantly. Even on a bike, he was taller than I was. I stood directly beside him, and the soft fabric of his pants skimmed over my exposed thigh. He looked at me, eyes dark, his tongue sliding along his top teeth, and I felt a surge of power owning his attention.

      “Don’t overthink it, Raegan.”

      Goddamn, he may have been literally fucking evil, but if he were anyone else, I would’ve fucked him right there just for bragging rights. Then I’d take out a billboard with his picture and say, “Look what I did!”

      I eyed him and he held my gaze. I knew I shouldn’t get on that bike, knew that we put a line between us and this would be dangerously close to crossing it. The hell with it. I did it anyway. “Fine.” I tucked my hair behind my shoulder, already pissed that it was going to be ruined, and slid the helmet over my head. My fingers fumbled underneath my chin. Where the fuck was the strap?

      Nico’s powerful hands skimmed my neck. My skin tingled at his touch as he grasped the strap and secured it in place. He stared at me with intense eyes and opened his mouth as if to speak, but cleared his throat instead and gestured to me to get on the bike. The man sent mixed signals left, right, and center.

      I swung my leg over the seat “Can you even drive this? I thought Beck rode the motorcycles.”

      Nico snorted with derisive laughter and wrapped his hands around my thighs to pulled me tight against his back. I trembled, not entirely from fear. I wasn’t sure what to do with my hands. The idea of clinging to him was both appealing and disconcerting. I carefully grasped the fabric of his suit vest.

      “You’re going to need to hold on tighter than that,” he said.

      The bike roared, and we took off at a breakneck speed. My arms wrapped so tight around him he was probably struggling to breathe. Good.

      We sped through the city, weaving in and out of traffic, and a steady buzz of adrenaline grew inside me with each swerve. A chill seeped into my bones as the cool air whipped by us. It was a stark contrast from the heat radiating off of him. I pressed myself further into his back, shamelessly stealing his warmth.

      Nico's hand dropped to my thigh and gave it a firm squeeze before reaching back for the bar. He revved the bike hard, and I gasped as the friction between us mixed with the vibration of the engine. My bones went liquid and my body buzzed for an entirely different reason. He pushed the bike harder and the vibration nearly became too much. Shit. My cheeks heated at the realization I was rubbing into him mindlessly. There’s no way I’d allow myself to be this close in any other circumstance, but I was loving the hell of it. Loving it too much.

      I went to put much needed distance between us, but he reached back and gripped my leg and held me in place. A traitorous thrill ran through me. Goddammit, if we didn’t get wherever we were going soon, I was going to lose my fucking mind.

      “Where are we going?” I yelled over the wind, hoping to take my mind off of the vibration of the bike between my legs and his hard muscles—nope. Not going there.

      “We were tipped off where the laptop is held and you and I are going to get it.” His words were flat and procedural, but the roughness of his voice was a dead giveaway. He wasn’t as unaffected by my presence as he wanted me to think he was.

      I blinked, his answer sinking in. What. The. Fuck?

      There was prep work that needed to be done before going out on a job. You didn't just show up and get it done. Unless you were crazy…or desperate. I somehow got the feeling that Nico was both right now, but I had no idea why.

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” I glanced down at my outfit. “I’d have worn something more appropriate for B&E.”

      “I assumed leather and heels were your uniform. Or is that only for special occasions?”

      Bastard. He was right, I’d worked in worse and I could do it again, but images of flashing my ass at him while I climbed up a building skated across my vision. Goddammit. Maybe I would get lucky and someone from the other gang would shoot him. I grinned at the thought.

      He revved the bike again, almost as though to get my attention and flexed under my fingers. “Time to earn your keep.”

      Was this guy for real? Earn my keep? It wasn’t like I chose to move in with him and his merry band of male models. The whole reason I was even in this mess was because he insisted. I scoffed. “Nice. As though I had much of a choice. Do you often trick women into indentured servitude, or am I a special case?”

      He ignored that comment.

      In less time than I expected, we pulled up outside an industrial style warehouse, with metal siding and no distinguishing features. There were no cars in the gravel lot, and only a single flickering street lamp fifty yards down the road provided any light.

      The exterior doors to the building were all guarded. The guards looked tired AF, but heavily armed. As we passed, one glanced up at us. Shit.

      Nico sped up, doing a circle on his bike in the deserted lot, and headed back in the opposite direction. Like we were just kids out for a joyride.

      “Okay, no doors. What’s plan B?” I asked over the roar of the bike.

      “You tell me, Raegan. This is your job, right?”

      I rolled my eyes, but glanced around as we sped along a back road behind a row of identical industrial buildings. “We need to ditch the bike. It’s loud.”

      “No, shit.”

      I directed Nico to park on the opposite side of a building to the right of the one we had just scoped out. Silently, I pointed to the unguarded fire escape leading to the stairs. Clearly, whatever was in this building wasn’t as important as whatever we were going to steal.

      I whimpered when Nico hopped off the bike. His wicked grin told me the bastard knew exactly what he’d been doing to me. I wasn’t sure what game he was trying to play, but maybe it would be worth it to find out. I straightened my hair and tried to focus. If we were going to do a job, I needed to be completely clear headed. This was why we did fucking prep work…and didn’t ride motorcycles or hang out with murderous assholes who looked like GQ models, but whatever.

      Nico followed close behind as I crept up the fire escape, glancing over his shoulder at the adjacent building which was teaming with guards. “It’s nice to know you can get on a roof but that’s the building we need to get to,” he spit, condescension coating his tone.

      He wasn’t wrong.

      “Patience, grasshopper.” I made a mock bow. “If you want me to do this on the fly, you need to let me work.”

      He grumbled something unintelligible and wandered a few feet away to peer over the edge of the building.

      I assessed the distance between the buildings. The one we needed to reach was slightly shorter, meaning I could probably give myself a couple of feet of slush room. It looked impossible to get over there, but I was used to doing the impossible. You could say it was my specialty.

      Without warning, I backed up and took off at a run, picking up speed the closer I got to the ledge. I had to time this perfectly.

      Nico turned a second too late to stop me. “No!” he shouted, apparently forgetting we were trying to be quiet.

      My foot pressed off the very edge and I launched myself through the air, easily landing on the opposite roof.

      I spun back to Nico, flashing him with a cocky smile. “Are you coming?”

      His face had gone slack, but he recovered quickly. His expression morphed into something beyond anger. Rage. Even from the opposite roof I could tell he was literally shaking.

      I made big eyes across the gap. What the hell was his problem? I’d expected a thank you, or at least begrudging respect. Nico judged the gap, then followed my lead, landing catlike several feet to my right. He stood and dusted off his suit pants, then turned to me, eyes murderous.

      “What?” I said with a half-smile.

      His hand came up and gripped the back of my head, fingers tangling in my hair, hard enough to hurt. “Never do that again,” he growled, inches from my face. “You hear me Raegan? Never fucking again.”

      A sly grin pulled at my lips as blood pounded in my ears. “No promises.”

      I pulled away, and he released me abruptly, hand still in the air. He looked half-lost. Like he both wanted to throttle me, and wasn’t quite sure where he was. I wasn’t going to wait around for him to pull himself together. I took off across the deserted roof toward the access door. The door was locked, but not alarmed. I guessed no one was expecting a breach from up here. Idiots. It took all of three minutes to pop the lock with Nico’s heavy black credit card and good old fashioned brute force.

      We stepped into the dim hallway beyond, and I put my hands on my hips. “Please tell me you know what room we’re looking for. This place is gigantic.”

      “I’m not a fucking idiot.”

      “I don’t know,” I replied. “You didn’t have much of a plan for getting in here.”

      He closed his eyes as though praying for patience. Him and I both.

      “Most of the guards are on the outside,” he said. “There should be only a few in here, and the room we want is on the top level. Come on.”

      Thankfully, he hadn’t been lying. He did seem to know where he was going, even without many lights on in the empty halls. Nico pushed open the door to a normal, if drab, office. Desk, chair but no window. The usual.

      “This is where The Hatter keeps top secret stolen information?” I asked, glancing around. “I don’t buy it.”

      Nico rolled his eyes, looking more normal than usual. His expression gave me the sudden impression that he had probably been a very angsty teenager back in the day. I wondered idly if he’d ever owned a guitar.

      “What better place to hide something than the least interesting office.” Nico ran a hand over the large filing cabinet.

      “Fair.” I pulled my phone out of my pocket and opened my very handy—and very illegal—alarm jamming app. “Hold on, I’m just going to disable any—”

      Before I could finish my sentence, Nico had turned back to the filing cabinet and yanked open the nearest drawer.

      “No!” I shouted at him but, too late. As soon as the doors to the cabinet opened, an alarm sounded through the building.

      “What—” He jumped back, startled by the sudden screech of sound.

      “Fucking rookie,” I murmured under my breath. “I was going to disable any alarm system. Are you new?”

      “If you weren’t fucking yapping at me and being so distracting, I wouldn’t have forgotten,” he snapped back, a plain black laptop now in one hand.

      “Nice. That makes sense,” I shot back. “If I wasn’t talking about disabling the alarms, you wouldn’t have forgotten about the alarms. Kay.”

      Nico reached into his waistband, pulled out his gun, and shot the deafening fire alarm twice. It exploded overhead in a shower of sparks. “For once in your life, shut the fuck up. I can’t hear myself think.”

      My lip curled. “Whatever. Just take the laptop and let's go.”

      I ducked into the hallway without waiting for him, knowing he’d easily catch up. Or maybe he wouldn’t, but that would serve him right for being such a Goddamn amateur. Jesus. How did he run a fucking business making mistakes like that? Someone was seriously off his game tonight. I just hoped it didn’t get us killed.

      I dashed down the service hallway, checking every door along the way. Everything was locked. Anxiety rose in my throat. Shit. They couldn’t lock the doors remotely, right? Was this building high tech enough for that?

      A door finally opened, and my stomach flooded with relief. It was short lived, though. I froze, staring at the contents of the room with wide eyes.

      “Raegan!” Nico hissed from behind me. “What are you doing? Move!”

      I couldn’t move. I was glued to the spot by my horror. Inside the room were crates upon crates of guns. Not handguns either—military grade assault rifles. Holy shit. They were preparing for a war.

      Nico wrapped one arm around my waist, lifting me easily with one hand, and dragged me into the room. I barely moved, still too shocked to protest. He found a small open gap between the crates and we squeezed through, wedging ourselves into an approximately four by four foot space. It was a tight fit, but we were hidden.

      My breath came in quick, erratic pants. Oh my God. I couldn’t breathe. I was going to pass out.

      Nico pulled me onto his lap, and his eyes bored into mine. “Breathe, Raegan. Take a breath with me.”

      My eyes snapped to his. So incredibly dark and intense. The hundreds of fire alarms around the building continued to sound, turning into a dull roar in the background. He breathed in slowly, and I followed his pace, his breath feathering across my face.

      “Good,” Nico said, “Come on Rae, one more, in and out.”

      We sat there in the tiny space between boxes for what felt like hours, breathing. Finally, my cheeks heated with embarrassment as I realized, fully, where I was and who I was with. I ducked my head and made to climb off his lap, but his hold on my waist tightened.

      “Stay still,” he whispered, so close I felt it against my ear.

      A moment later the door opened, and a guard walked through the room, checking the stacks. I trembled and Nico’s arms tightened almost painfully, as though he could physically keep me quiet and still through sheer willpower.

      The guard walked by our small gap but didn’t stop. “All clear!”

      The door closed behind the guard and I let out the breath I’d been holding. We were alone. For how long, though, who knew? There could be people in the hallway or downstairs. Especially once they realized we took the laptop. There was no way we were busting out of here alive. We’d be lucky to take a few guards with us. Nico rolled slightly onto his hip, adjusting me in his lap, until he could pull out his phone. Then he settled me back down as though there was nothing out of the ordinary about me straddling him. “What are you doing?”

      “Calling in the cavalry.”
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        * * *

      

      I blew a strand of red hair out of my face. Nico wrinkled his nose as the same strand hit him in the mouth. Shockingly, he didn’t comment. He’d kept his eyes shut for the last twenty minutes, breathing evenly, almost like he was meditating. Out of some unspoken agreement, we had decided not to talk, which was perfectly fine with me.

      If we burst out of here and got shot and died, I could go into the ground reconciled with the fact that I had spent the last thirty minutes in a confined space straddling Nico’s lap. I could deal with the fact that I had a panic attack and, even if it was probably out of a desire to keep me quiet, he hadn’t been a dick about it. I could even accept that every few minutes I got distracted by how stupidly attractive he was, and then had to bleach my brain. I wouldn’t have been able to reconcile with forced, polite chit-chat. What the fuck would we even talk about? “So, remember when your brother killed my brother in cold blood? How was that for you? Sorry about my boobs in your face, can’t help it!”

      A loud bang shook the building. Nico grunted as I rocked forward and slammed against his chest, taking our proximity from “too close for enemies” to “illegal in some states.”

      “What the hell was that?” I asked breathlessly.

      Nico blinked at me for a moment, his pupils blown wide. Then he stood abruptly, pulling me with him. “Our distraction. Thank fuck.”

      We didn’t waste precious distraction time, just raced for the exit. I swung around a corner, then came to an abrupt halt.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Strong arms came out of nowhere and lifted me off my feet.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      Cold metal pressed against my temple as the guard shoved his gun to my head. “Give me the laptop,” he said to Nico. “And I’ll kill her fast. If you make this difficult, I’m going to draw it out and you can watch.”

      Nico turned, his furious eyes connecting with mine. He stood twenty feet down the hall, the laptop under one arm. Realistically, he could just run. He didn’t owe me anything. I half expected him to do it.

      Fuck this, I wasn’t helpless. I reached up and grabbed the guard’s wrist and pulled hard in the wrong direction. It broke with a sickening snap, and he howled. His gun clattered to the floor.

      Without missing a beat, Nico shot him between the eyes, coating the entire side of my face with blood. “Move,” he commended.

      He didn’t have to tell me twice. We busted through the exit doors, where the black Range Rover waited with the back door open. Relief flooded me, even as my heart pounded with adrenaline. As soon as Nico closed the doors behind us, Rush peeled out of the parking lot, gun fire chasing us out. I ignored the bullets hitting the car, paying them as little attention as rain against the window. I really needed to get one of these cars.

      Beck took one look at my blood splattered face and paled. “What the fuck? Nico, what the fuck!” he screamed. “Where did you take her?”

      Nico looked at me sideways, his expression assessing. Like he was trying to work out a complex math problem, or the solution to world peace. “Nowhere she couldn’t handle, apparently. Shut the fuck up, I’m tired.”

      Nico lay his head back against the side of the car, closing his eyes. I followed his lead, closing my eyes as well. My last thought, as I fell asleep, was I should probably tell someone about the war room. If a gang war was coming, I wanted to make sure my family was on the right side.
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      “Put her in my room,” I directed, as we all shuffled inside.

      Rush raised an eyebrow at me, shifting a sleeping Raegan in his arms, trying not to wake her. “You sure, bro?”

      “Yeah. We can’t put her on the couch. I need to hook the laptop up to the TV.”

      “But—”

      “Just do it,” I cut him off sharply.

      How she was sleeping through this was beyond me. It was over-complicating things, that was for fucking sure.

      Rush opened my bedroom door with his elbow and carried Raegan inside. I looked up to find Beck giving me the same weird look that Rush just had.

      “What?” I snapped.

      “Nothing,” he said in a tone that implied there was something.

      “Fuck off.” I put the laptop and my gun on the table and stalked over to the fridge. I needed to shower and eat something. Some vodka. Not necessarily in that order.

      Beck leaned against the kitchen counter, arms crossed. “I can’t believe I’m going to be the one to point this out because I trust her, but you realize she’s a thief, right?”

      “Obviously I fucking realize that. What were we just doing?” I closed the fridge, giving up.

      “Yeah, but Nico… are you okay, man?”

      I glanced at him as I sat down at the kitchen table. He looked seriously concerned, which just pissed me off. Jesus fucking Christ, I could swear last week no one questioned shit I did this much.

      I knew what they were getting at. I didn’t let anyone in my room. Ever. Women were allowed in my suite, but not my room. Partly because it was harder to get rid of them that way, and partly because there was shit worth stealing in there. Not expensive shit or money, although there was some of that too. No, my laptop was in there, plus my safe, a decent amount of weapons…

      “It’s not like she could go anywhere, even if she took anything,” I rationalized.

      “Why not put her in her own room?” Beck’s smug half smile made me want to hit him.

      “Can we stop fucking talking about this,” I barked. “It doesn’t matter. What matters is the damn laptop.”

      “Well, you got it right? All good,” Rush said as he walked back into the room and closed my bedroom door behind him.

      “You’ve still got blood on the side of your face.” Beck tossed me a damp paper towel. It hit me in the chest with a wet slap.

      “Thanks,” I said dryly.

      “What happened?” Rush spun the laptop around on the table and peered at it, then hit a couple of buttons. The screen didn’t come to life.

      “What do you mean? We got the thing.”

      “Barely,” Beck said. “You almost got Rae killed.”

      “She was fine,” I growled. “You don’t understand. There is no fucking way she doesn’t have some kind of training.”

      He scoffed and threw me a disbelieving look. “So what? You still took an unnecessary risk.”

      I ran a hand through my hair. “By letting her do her damn job?”

      I didn’t even know why the fuck we were arguing about this. Beck was great at what he did, but he had zero understanding of risk assessment. He was like a fucking Neanderthal. Want now. Good/Bad. Pain/Pleasure. I didn’t have the luxury of thinking like that.

      “They’re stockpiling weapons,” I said, more casually than I felt.

      “No shit,” Rush said. “How much?”

      “I couldn’t count.”

      “Why?” Rush looked incredulous.

      Why? Because Raegan was in my lap, shaking like a scared puppy and I’d apparently been having a lapse in personality.

      I ignored his question and leaned my elbows on the table. “Probably a couple hundred AR-15s. A few dozen M4s that I could see. Again, couldn’t get a good count.”

      “Fuck,” Beck drew out the word into several syllables.

      “So, do you think she knew?” Rush asked, not taking his eyes off the laptop.

      I looked at him sharply. There was no doubt in my mind which “she” he was referring to. “Knew what?”

      Rush gave me another "I’m worried about you,” look and I instinctively tensed. Motherfucker, this needed to stop.

      “I’m just saying, Mount Summer deals in weapons,” Rush said.

      “I know what they do.” I unbuttoned my suit vest and threw it across the nearest chair. “You don’t have to remind me.”

      “Yeah? So, the Trilogy suddenly has hundreds of unregistered weapons and the only major arms dealer in the city is Raegan’s father. What does that say?”

      “Who said they were unregistered?” Beck asked too-cheerfully.

      Rush and I ignored him. A gang war was the last thing I wanted. When Raegan panicked, it wasn’t hard to understand why. I got the impression she wasn’t the type to get scared often. Fuck, she jumped between buildings, for Christ’s sake. She broke a man’s wrist and didn’t even flinch when I shot him. She and I both knew what happened in a gang war, though—we’d both lived through one and dealt with the aftermath.

      She didn’t know. You couldn’t fake panic like that.

      “They got them from somewhere else,” I said. “She didn’t know.”

      “Maybe Jimmy doesn’t tell her everything?” Rush pointed out.

      I considered that, but somehow it didn’t quite sound right. I was sixteen when my brother Dante was killed in the last war against Mount Summer. That would have made Raegan about thirteen when her brother died in the same incident. Dante, as the oldest, was supposed to take over the family and lead the Gentlemen, not me. Mount Summer ended up in a worse situation without another son to take over. Served them right though, since they shot first.

      I’d spent the last ten years hating Mount Summer and planning to destroy all of them when I was old enough. In a fucked up kind of way, I almost hated Raegan more than Sophie. Raegan clearly knew more. I’d been suspicious after the shooting at the pizza place, but after tonight, I was positive. Jimmy O’Rourke had actually done something fucking smart.

      He’d made his actual heir, Sophie, into such a fucking creampuff that no one would ever bother to take her out. What would be the point? Sophie wasn’t dangerous. Meanwhile, he’d turned Raegan into a dark horse. He’d given her all the weapons and tactical training you would need to take over a criminal organization. Mount Summer’s main dealings were in moving illegal weapons across state lines. I’d bet half my empire Raegan knew all about how that supply line worked.

      No wonder Jimmy didn’t want me to bring Raegan here, or let her talk in front of my mother. He must have realized I’d figure it out immediately. Still, I wouldn’t underestimate Jimmy again, and I’d have to find a way to keep Raegan here, even now that we had the laptop back. She was too useful, and potentially too dangerous, to leave unwatched.

      “Dude!” Beck threw the paper towel roll at my head.

      “Fuck!” I instinctively glanced back at my new TV. If he kept throwing shit, I was going to have a rage blackout.

      “You’re zoning out, come back to earth.”

      I blinked a couple of times and shook my head, my vision returning to normal. “I need a drink.”

      I stood and strode over to the bar cart, pouring three glasses of bourbon. Beck took one. “For what it’s worth, I don’t think she knew,” he said cheerfully.

      I glanced at him. That wasn’t worth much, honestly. Beck was clearly halfway obsessed with her already. Just another thing on my growing list of fucking issues. Or, maybe not.

      I sucked on my teeth, thinking. Both my brothers were obviously into her. That might be enough to keep her here. Which is what I wanted, anyway. Maybe I’d just tell Beck he could fuck her. Rush too, if he wanted.

      Without warning, irrational rage surged in my stomach, blurring my vision for a second.

      “Bro, look at this,” Rush said, beckoning me over to the table.

      “What?” I asked, distracted.

      He sighed. “That’s why I said look.”

      He spun the laptop toward me. The screen was completely blue. “What am I looking at?”

      “I’m going to take it to one of our tech guys to double check, but I think it’s wiped.”

      Again, the edges of my vision blurred, blackness closing in on a point. One. Two. Three. Four...

      From very far away on the edges of my tunnel vision, Beck asked Rush what that meant. It fucking meant that all the information had already been taken and now I was fucked. Five. Six. Seven...

      I pulled my gun out of my belt and shot the laptop three times, bits of plastic, ink, and chunks of my table flying everywhere. “Fuck!”

      “Dude!” Beck yelled, covering his head. “Not cool. We don’t shoot stuff anymore. Only in the gym.”

      Rush brushed bits of laptop onto the floor with a resigned sigh. “I’ll cancel the call to tech support.”

      My bedroom door opened, and I glanced up quickly. Raegan stood in the doorway, bright green eyes half open, her red hair a messy halo. The blackness on the edges of my vision receded slightly.

      “Was that a gunshot?” She yawned, seeming totally unconcerned. “Please tell me one of you finally came to your senses and shot Oscar the Grouch over there.” She looked from the gun in my hand to the laptop on the table and grinned. “Oh, I’m sorry, Grumpy. Did the mean laptop scare you?”

      I blinked at her, shocked. No one talked to me like that. Ever. Especially not when I was holding a gun.

      Beck laughed. Fucker.

      Raegan, who still had blood on her face from the security guard, waltzed over to the kitchen sink and grabbed a paper towel as though nothing strange was going on behind her. My gun went slack in my hand and my gaze involuntarily fell to her legs, remembering them wrapped around my waist, her tits pressed to my chest…Fuck. Did she ever wear pants? I was going to buy her some as a public service. Baggy sweatpants, or maybe a prairie skirt. A circus tent.

      Rush gave me a look that spelled alarm. I closed my eyes, praying he would keep his mouth shut. “We’re going to have to move on to plan B,” I said evenly, putting my gun on the table.

      Raegan’s sudden presence had shocked me out of the middle of a fucking meltdown, but we didn’t need to discuss it.

      “Right,” Rush said, still looking deeply wary. “Well, I think that unfortunately means we’ll have to call in reinforcements.”

      I closed my eyes. Fuck. I knew it would come to this, but I hated dealing with it. With her. “I don’t want to call my mother.”

      Jesus, that statement made me sound fucking twelve years old.

      “Quick question, Grumpy,” Raegan said, leaning against the sink. “Did you ever play the guitar as a teenager? You seem like a Wonderwall type to me.”

      I stared at her, nonplussed. “What?”

      “I’m going to assume you did. You have a very ‘no one understands me’ kind of vibe.”

      Beck laughed, and I shot him a mutinous look. “What is the point of this fucking conversation?”

      Raegan shrugged. “Just curious. What’s the deal with your mom, anyway?”

      I tried not to look at her as I answered. I needed to stop fucking looking at her. “What do you mean?”

      “I thought she ran the company? I don’t get it.”

      “She technically runs the real estate company we’ve been building to change the public perception of the family. I’m the head of the family and of the Gentlemen. I own everything though, so it doesn’t really matter what her actual job title is.” I didn’t know why I was explaining this to her. Although, if Jimmy had her spying on us, that was hardly the most interesting information she’d have picked up so far. Who knew what she’d already gotten out of Beck and Rush?

      She raised an eyebrow. “Are there no women in the organization?”

      I ran a hand over my face. “There are women in the family obviously.” By the family I meant the greater criminal enterprise run under our family name. She must have fucking understood. She grew up in the Irish goddamn mafia.

      I needed her gone from this room. I also needed her to stay though—in the hotel, that was. Raegan was becoming such a fucking headache. I thought Sophie was going to be the problem. Actually, where the fuck was Sophie?

      “Raegan, go check on your sister,” I ordered. “She probably heard the gunshots through the wall.”

      “Sophie!” Raegan yelled at the top of her lungs.

      “Yeah!” Sophie yelled back from the next room, her voice only slightly muffled by the wall.

      “You good?”

      “Yeah! Tell Nico to get a fucking grip.”

      Beck laughed again. Fucker. I really needed to fix the wall.
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      It had been a few days since the laptop heist. It occurred to me when I woke up that I had technically fulfilled my dad’s agreement to Nico. We got the laptop back, and in theory I was free to go. Still, I had said I would go to the race and some traitorous part of me didn’t want to disappoint Beck. I didn’t want to examine that feeling too closely.

      I figured, I could always talk to Nico about leaving as soon as the motocross race ended. In an ideal world I wouldn’t have to talk to him about it at all, but I wasn’t sure where things stood on Sophie’s security since my dad had been virtually radio silent, and I didn’t want to be the reason my sister was thrown to the proverbial wolves.

      “Hmmm, smells delicious.” I smiled shyly at Beck as I walked into Nico’s room.

      Beck’s hazel eyes scanned me from head to toe, taking in my oversized sleep shirt, plaid shorts and lopsided, messy ponytail. By the way his eyes heated, you’d have thought I rolled up naked.

      “Morning. Pancakes are almost ready.” He grinned widely. Fuck, it was too early for dimples. Ever since our kiss on his bike, I’d been obsessing on what could’ve been if Sadie hadn’t shown up.

      “Perfect.” He’d lured me up here again with promises of food. I was choosing not to read too much into it—everyone had to eat, right?

      I stretched my arms up over my head, letting out a soft groan.

      “What’s wrong?” Rush looked up at me as I sat down at the table beside him and reached for the half empty pitcher of iced coffee.

      “I’m still stiff from the other day.”

      His eyes tracked over me, eyebrows raised in concern. “Why?”

      “You try sitting in the same position in a three-foot space for two hours and see if your legs aren’t stiff.”

      “It was forty minutes, and at least you didn’t have someone sitting on you,” Nico said from over on the couch. “Don’t be a brat.”

      “Whatever.” I glanced over at him. He was dressed casually. Well, casually for Nico. He’d ditched his suit for a pair of dark jeans and a linen tee. He didn’t meet my eyes, and I turned back to Rush. “What’s that?”

      “Nothing important.” Rush shut the lid of his laptop and turned all his attention on me, his dual-colored eyes flashing. Holy shit.

      “Say that again a little louder. I’ll start to think you aren’t taking your job seriously,” Nico grumbled.

      “Fuck off, Man.” Rush grabbed an orange out of the fruit bowl on the table and threw it at him. Nico caught it easily.

      “Are you excited for this afternoon?” Beck asked me from over by the stove.

      “Of course!” I grinned. “I can’t wait. I’ve never seen motocross before.”

      “This isn’t the Championship title or anything.” Beck waved his spatula around while he talked, flinging bits of batter at the wall. “It’s just an exhibition for sponsors and press.”

      “Raegan is not going to your damn race,” Nico said, not looking at me.

      I put my hands on my hips. “Um, yeah, I fucking am.”

      “No, you fucking aren’t,” he mimicked my tone. “We can’t secure an entire damn stadium.” Nico stood from the couch and stalked toward me, giving the impression of a wolf about to devour a rabbit for dinner.

      I stuck my bottom lip out, refusing to flinch. “I’ve already been there and everything was fine.”

      “You’ve what?” Nico looked like his head was about to explode. “Beck, what the fuck?”

      “Calm down, man. Have a pancake,” Beck said, grinning. “Rae, if you’re that excited, maybe we should do another private tour.” He winked at me for effect, and I flushed.

      Nico’s frown deepened. “What part of ‘stay inside’ do you all not understand?”

      “We get it.” Rush looked completely unbothered by this entire exchange. “Anyway, you took Rae out and she almost got killed, so back off.”

      I wondered vaguely how long Rush and Nico had been friends. Probably forever, if Rush’s dad used to be the right hand of Nico’s dad. It showed in the way Rush barely even acknowledged Nico’s tantrums.

      Nico ground his teeth. “That was different. We were working. I’m assuming you’re bringing the other one too, right?”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “If by ‘the other one’ you mean Sophie, then yes. She is also coming to the race.”

      Nico closed his eyes and tilted his head up at the ceiling, as though begging for patience. It wasn’t working. He was the least patient person I’d ever met.

      “Actually…” I grinned. “I got your laptop, so aren’t I free of you now?”

      Nico literally growled. Like, the sound he made was hard to describe using human terminology and was more akin to a wolf or a bear. “Like hell, Raegan.”

      “Woah there, Grumpy. You 're about to Hulk out. Reel it in.”

      He frowned deeply, blinking several times like he had something in his eye. “The laptop didn’t turn out to have the information we wanted, so we still need you.”

      “Whoa, that was not the deal. Anyway, how do you know you couldn’t have gotten the info? You shot it before you checked.”

      A vein throbbed in his neck as he worked his jaw back and forth, clearly struggling not to scream.

      “Ignore him.” Beck placed a plate stacked with pancakes in front of me, earning him a smile. “Today is going to be awesome.”

      Nico opened his mouth again but was interrupted by the door swinging open.

      Sophie waltzed in, looking perfect as always. Her skirt twirled around her as she practically skipped up to the table. “Smells good in here.” She gave me a pat on the head I took as a silent ‘Good Morning,’ then turned her attention to Nico. “I see you’re cheerful as always.”

      Nico just grunted and sat down across from Rush, pulling out his phone.

      “Morning, Sophie. You want some?” Beck gestured toward the freshly cooked pancakes.

      She held up a mug and smiled softly. “Just coffee, as always.”

      He pointed his spatula at her. “I had to ask. Who knows, one day you might decide to eat like a normal person.”

      She smirked but didn’t respond.

      Nico, who didn’t seem to be listening, banged away at his phone with both thumbs. “Alright. I’m going too.”

      Rush raised an eyebrow. “Really? You’re leaving the office? But your spreadsheets, you’ll fall behind!”

      I snorted. “Is that all running a criminal organization is? Spreadsheets.”

      “Basically,” Rush said.

      “No,” Nico snapped.

      I laughed. “I think you’re losing control of your underlings there, Nico,” I said, half kidding. “No one’s listening to you. How does that feel?”

      Nico’s eyes flashed, and he stared at me for a beat too long until I squirmed under his intense gaze. Was it fucked up that immediately my mind had jumped to all the ways he could force me to obey him? Probably. Judging by the way his lip had curled, though, I wasn’t the only one thinking along those lines.

      Sophie coughed lightly, and I realized the whole room had gone silent.

      “Alright,” Sophie said in a high-pitched voice. “Rae and I need to get dressed. I guess we’ll see all of you downstairs.”

      I shoved the last bite of pancakes into my mouth and Sophie pushed me out of the room, feeling the intense burn of three sets of eyes on my back as I went.
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        * * *

      

      I tapped the butt of my gun impatiently against the bathroom vanity, staring blankly into the huge mirror. I’d been ready for what felt like hours, but still, Sophie and I were in my room going over outfits.

      It was going to be hot as hell outside. I’d resorted to strapping my Baby Eagle to my thigh so I could forego the jacket I’d normally have to wear. It definitely gave my shorts and vintage band tee more of a Tomb Raider vibe than I’d been going for, but I thought I still looked pretty good. Sophie, on the other hand, was just getting started.

      “How about this one?” Sophie held up a baby blue sun dress.

      I groaned. “Soph, it looks exactly like the last one. Which means they all look great on you.”

      She grinned. “I know, but I don’t want to look great. I want to look irresistible.”

      I rolled my eyes. Of course, she did. “And why is that?”

      She laughed. “Because I have needs that aren’t being met living in this place with a bunch of men obsessed with you.”

      I scrunched up my nose and made a face at her. “The only person obsessed with me is you.”

      “Keep telling yourself that.”

      “I will, thank you,” I said flatly. “And even if I was going to admit that maybe I’m getting a tiny bit of attention, it’s not everyone. Go fuck Nico. You guys are on the same floor, and he hates me.”

      Even as I said it, flames roared in my stomach, which was idiotic. I needed to pull my shit together. Sophie could do whatever she wanted. It wasn’t my business. I was going to keep telling myself that until it sounded true.

      Sophie raised an eyebrow at me. “I don’t know what breakfast you were at, but I don’t think I’m going to be heading next door for a sleepover any time soon. I beg you to remember that my walls are very thin though, so if you guys decide to have hate sex, please take it elsewhere.”

      I laughed. That was never going to happen. She definitely didn’t need to worry about her sleep quality. Although, it raised an interesting question. If Sophie could hear everything, did that mean she knew what Nico did all day? Was he just working? Maybe he brought girls back to his room…I bit my lip. Nope, I didn’t have the courage to ask.

      I jumped as someone knocked on the door. “Ten minute warning!” Rush’s voice called.

      “Okay!” I called back.

      “Oh my God,” Sophie yelped. “I’m not even close to ready. So, which dress?”

      I rolled my eyes again. “Um, blue.”

      “They’re all blue!” she wailed.

      I lay my head back against the wall. We were never going to leave on time.
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        * * *

      

      Sophie and I finally made our way down to the parking garage thirty-five minutes later. Rush leaned against another of his black, armored Range Rovers, gaze tracking us.

      “Where’s Beck?” I asked.

      “He had to go, or he was going to be late,” Rush explained. “His manager called bitching he wasn’t there already.”

      “So, I don’t get it,” Sophie said. “Is this—” she waved her hand between Rush and the cars, “—his job? Or is it motocross?”

      “Both.” Nico appeared at my shoulder, and I jumped. “You think everyone working for your daddy doesn’t also have day jobs that benefit the organization?”

      “Not as professional athletes,” Sophie grumbled.

      I could totally see her point. I didn’t really get it either, but I was currently chalking it up to one of the many things the guys either couldn’t or wouldn’t explain to me.

      Rush stared at the guns strapped to my legs with appreciation. “Firecracker, you can’t walk into the stadium like that.” The way he said his nickname for me sent heat to my core. It sounded awfully familiar for someone who hated me.

      “As though you’re not bringing in guns,” I scoffed.

      Nico, for one, was on my side. “That’s true. I’d rather have her look armed, anyway.”

      “Do I need one,” Sophie squeaked, looking concerned.

      “No,” all three of us said together. Sophie was more likely to take her own foot off than hit an actual target.

      “Ready?” Rush asked.

      Before anyone could reply, the door to the elevator opened behind us as I whipped around. My eyebrows rose. “Patrick, what are you doing here?”

      Connor strode toward us, followed by one of my dad’s other favorite security guys, Patrick.

      “Hey Rae,” Pat said, glancing at the guns strapped to my legs. “Glad to see the penthouse lifestyle hasn’t changed you at all.”

      Nico made a noise in his throat behind me, somewhere between a growl and a scoff. I ignored him.

      Patrick was in his mid-thirties but looked a bit like Connor in the sense that they were both hulking Irish mobsters with close cropped hair and tattoos. Despite the heat, he wore a thick leather jacket, which I assumed was covering several guns too large to store anywhere else.

      “What are you doing here?” I repeated, glancing at Connor this time. I was still pissed at him for what he had said to me the other night. He hadn’t come to apologize or anything, so as far as I was concerned, we weren’t speaking.

      “Boss said Sophia was going out,” Pat grunted.

      “Jesus, Pat, do not call me that,” Sophie said. “I may not be able to shoot you, but I will gouge an eye out with my nails. They’re acrylic.”

      I laughed, but it was cut off by Rush stepping in front of me, his eyes fixed on Connor. “How did Jimmy know they were going out?”

      Connor shrugged. “Just doing my job, Man. You get that, right?”

      “Sure,” Rush said, acidly. “You’re not needed though, we’ve got it.”

      Connor and Patrick looked at each other. Finally, Pat spoke. “Can’t do that. We’ve got orders.”

      “It’s fine,” Nico said smoothly in that honey voice I was realizing he only used when he was pissed and trying not to yell. “I don’t give a fuck if they come. They can stand in front of a bullet if they want. That just takes care of two problems for me.”

      Rush glanced back at Nico, but didn’t argue. “Fine. They’re not coming in my car though. They can follow us. Let’s go.”

      Rush opened the back seat of the Range Rover and I climbed in the back, ignoring the magnetic tension constantly pulling me toward him. It was a case of wanting something you couldn’t have. It had to be.

      “Rae,” Connor said sharply. “What are you doing?”

      “Um, getting in the car?” I said, blankly. “I thought we were done here, let’s go.”

      “Yeah,” he said in a tone that implied he was speaking to a four-year-old. “Let’s go, Rae. You’re not riding with them.”

      Oh my God. I rolled my eyes so hard I was surprised they didn’t get stuck that way and clicked my seatbelt in place. “Can we not do this, please? I’m really not in the mood, I just want to go to the damn race.”

      I half wanted to avoid Connor and half wanted to be in the car with the serious bullet-proofing. What it said about me that I would rather hang out with the Gentlemen than my own crew right now, I didn’t know. I wasn’t going to think about it too hard.

      Connor started to reply, but Sophie helpfully jumped in the car after me and slammed the door.

      “Girl,” she said warily, glancing out the window at where all four men were still standing, having what looked like a heated discussion. “I know everyone is supposed to be here to guard me, but I think you’re becoming the grand prize.”

      I shook my head. “This is such a mess.”

      “Um, yeah.” She laughed. “It’s better than reality TV. I do think you should cut poor Connor loose, though. He’s going to get himself killed.”

      “I’m not holding on to Connor,” I grumbled. “The only way he’ll get himself killed is if he doesn’t learn to shoot better.”

      “Oh, that’s not what I meant,” she said seriously. “I meant if he keeps running his mouth, I’d give it less than a week before one of those guys buries his body behind the hotel. My money’s on Beck. He seems like he’s secretly violent.”

      I smiled, but it didn’t quite reach my eyes. There was something about that statement that didn’t sound totally crazy to me.
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      The ride to the stadium felt shorter this time since I knew where we were going. There was three times as much traffic though, and it took us longer to get inside. Rush didn’t bother parking in the lot with the rest of the crowd. Instead, he drove around back to the same security entrance Beck had used last time and flashed a badge at the guard.

      “How’re you doing?” the guard said to Rush as he rolled down the window to flash his entrance badge.

      “Good, you?” he replied.

      “Fine.” The guard spotted me sitting in the back and gave me a little wave and a smile of recognition. “Hey there, I thought I might see you today. Wish your boyfriend luck for me.”

      “Uh, sure will. Thanks,” I said awkwardly.

      “Told you,” Sophie hissed, not quietly enough. “Everyone knows something is up, even that guy.”

      Nico met my eyes in the rearview mirror, his expression unreadable, and I flushed bright red.

      We parked around back near a line of four or five similarly armored cars. “Who’s are those?” I asked.

      “Investors mostly,” Rush said. “This isn’t going to be a full stadium, it’s all invited guests. These are people who wanted to avoid going through metal detectors.”

      I snorted. “What’s the point of metal detectors if you have a way around them for the people who need to carry guns.”

      “Legal liability,” Nico answered smoothly.

      He wore big dark sunglasses and a black t-shirt, making no effort to hide the several weapons he was carrying. For once, his tattoos were on full display. He didn’t have as many as Beck and Rush, who looked like they were competing for who could have the least amount of uninked skin, but his crowned skull tattoo covered his entire bicep, bleeding into a half sleeve of black and grey shading. I really wanted to lean closer and examine what perfectionist-Nico would deem worthy of putting on his skin.

      “Where are we sitting?” Sophie ran up beside me, her bleached blonde curls bouncing.

      “Hang on, as much as I hate to say it, we should probably wait for your guys,” Rush said and grasped my arm as I walked by. It was like every ounce of energy was concentrated where our skin met. The contact sent sparks flying up my arm, leaving a trail of goosebumps. He let go immediately, opening and closing his fist as if burned.

      “They’re not my guys,” I said mulishly. “They’re our father’s guys.”

      That was semi-true. Patrick would take orders from me in Jimmy’s absence, and usually so would Connor, even if he was being an ass lately. I didn’t feel the Gentlemen needed a full debrief on the pecking order at Mount Summer, though. I hadn’t let my guard down that much.

      “They’re a pain in the ass, whoever they report to,” Rush grumbled.

      Connor and Patrick arrived within five minutes, and we all traipsed past the stairs where Beck had taken me down onto the field and up into the stands. I made my way toward a row of seats, but Nico grabbed my hand to stop me.

      “Don’t be stupid, Raegan. We’re not sitting over there,” he said.

      Rage bubbled under my skin at his words. “Then where are we sitting, Asshole?”

      Apparently, we were headed to an air-conditioned box overlooking the whole arena. I wondered, not for the first time, why no one ever told me what we were going to be doing. The AC was so high I could have worn a jacket.

      Over the next twenty minutes, other people filed in until the VIP box was completely full. Finally, just when I was getting antsy, an announcer appeared on the jumbotron welcoming everyone to the exhibition. I immediately ran up to the giant glass window that looked over the dirt track. Colorful flags marked the edges of different obstacles, each emblazoned with a different corporate logo. On the far end of the stadium, about fifteen riders stood with their bikes waiting to be announced.

      My fingers drummed on the ledge as excited energy pumped through me. There was something about a stadium filled with screaming fans lined with posters of Beck that just did it for me. I hopped from foot to foot, excitement coming off of me in waves when someone stepped up beside me. Even without looking, I knew it was Rush just by how my entire body buzzed around him.

      “You excited, Firecracker?” His voice was a low rumble that came deep from his chest. He was close enough that his words were private between us, and the hair on my arms raised at the intimacy. I tightened my fingers on the ledge of the window.

      I kept my gaze dead forward, hiding any reaction his proximity caused. “Yeah.”

      “Good. You’re in for a show.” He straightened beside me and placed his hand so close his pinky was a hair’s breadth away. The slightest motion would have us touching.

      Connor glared at us from the corner of the room, but I refused to step away.

      Nico cleared his throat loudly. “Rush!” he barked. “Unless you’re planning to provide the pre-race entertainment, cut that shit out.”

      My cheeks flamed and I glared daggers at Nico. I was angry, partly for being called out, and partly because he was right. I wanted to cross that line. Rush wasn’t having any of it. He gripped my waist and upped the ante by flopping down into the seat next to Nico, pulling me into his lap.

      I gasped and twisted to face him, hissing. “What the hell are you doing?”

      His mouth dipped close to my ear, sending goosebumps up my neck. “You want to piss off Nico, don’t you?”

      “I thought we were enemies.” My eyes searched his. There was a shift between us I wasn’t quite ready to face.

      A muscle clenched in his jaw. His eyes bored into mine with an intensity that called to me. I felt the hairs on my arms raise and my blood pulsing in my veins. Every inch of me tuned into him. His voice was rough, and I felt his chest vibrate against my arm. “Get up then.”

      Fuck…he was calling my bluff. He knew I didn’t want to break the connection, but he was still making it my decision to stay. I clenched my teeth, staring at him. “Truce. For now.”

      He nodded. “For now.”

      I turned on his lap, back pressed against his chest, and shivered as his breath met the sensitive skin of my neck. I shifted with the feeling and his large hands grasped my hips holding me perfectly still against him. What the hell was I doing?

      Both Nico and Connor glared, but with different levels of intensity. If I had to guess, Nico just didn’t like me. Connor, however, was another matter entirely. His expression was an open book, and I couldn’t believe I had ever been blind to the issue before. He was jealous. Livid, even. I needed to put an end to that shit real fucking soon.

      I didn’t have time to dwell on it any longer though, because an announcer's voice boomed through the stadium, reading off racers’ names and numbers. The roar of engines filled the stadium, and one after another lined up at the starting line. I scanned for Beck’s orange bike and found him looking toward us. A thrill shot through me, and my entire body was alight when the flag flew and they took off down the track. Goddamn, it was fast. They took each corner at breakneck speed, only to follow it up with jumps that were at least ten feet high. I didn’t know much about the sport, but Beck was obviously winning.

      The crowd chanted his name, and I wanted to do the same, but in a completely different context. Beck killing it out there had me panting. This mix of risk and adrenaline was like an aphrodisiac setting me on fire. My eyes were glued on him as he took a corner sharper than any other rider and my heart dipped at the same time as his bike. A spike of fear rippled through me, but he recovered without missing a beat and came out the clear winner.

      Rush chest rumbled against my back. “He’s going to be so pissed he missed seeing you like this.”

      “Like what?” I tried to turn in his arms but couldn't take my eyes off the race.

      “All hyped up to watch him.” This time his rough voice was pressed into my ear, and I had to stifle a moan. These guys were driving me out of my mind.

      I recognized Sadie’s name when they announced her and her face popped up on the jumbotron, waving as she mounted her bike. I hadn’t realized she and Beck both raced for Red Bull—like a pair. Jealousy roared in my stomach, hot and angry.

      “They should be almost done,” Rush told me.

      “Can we go down and see him?”

      “He’ll come up here with some of the other riders.”

      I looked around at the people who had filled the VIP box behind us. Mostly corporate business looking types—certainly no other gun carrying girls sitting on tattooed guys’ laps. I met Sophie's eyes where she sat behind us, and she grinned, giving me a thumbs up. “Get it,” she mouthed.

      Her pointing out what I was doing was like having an ice-cold shower. I jumped from Rush’s lap, and his hands let me go easily. That wasn’t supposed to happen, and we both knew it. The excuse of making Nico angry was flimsy at best. Nico was usually angry, no matter what was going on around him.

      Twenty minutes later, after Beck had won and all the riders returned to their stalls, I was nearly bouncing up and down. I had to restrain myself from saying ‘fuck it’ and meeting him downstairs. Rush watched me with intense eyes as I hopped around the room, no longer able to stay still.

      Beck jogged up the stairs, and into the box, wiping sweat off his forehead. Fucking Finally.

      I jumped into his arms. “You were great!”

      He caught me easily and my feet left the ground as he swung me into the air. “Thanks, baby. Did you have fun?”

      I nodded, grinning. “It was scarier in person than on YouTube.”

      “Nah. This wasn’t even a stunt exposition. Just wait until the X-games.” He winked.

      Someone cleared their throat behind Beck, and he stiffened. I leaned around his shoulder to peek at the newcomer.

      “Sorry,” Sadie said, not sounding sorry. “You’re blocking the door.”

      Beck stepped aside but didn’t put me back on the floor. He grinned. “Our bad.”

      Her eyes lit up when Rush walked up from behind me.

      “Hey, Rush,” she said. “How've you been?”

      “Fine.” He nodded, and wrapped an arm around me the second Beck slid me to the ground and went to talk to someone else. I gave her a smug ass smirk and one of Beck’s signature winks.

      Her face turned a bright shade of red, but she didn’t back down. “We’re going out tonight. You should come, Rush.” Her sweet, syrupy voice made me want to gag.

      “We’re busy tonight.” I answered for him. Like hell this was going down in front of me. Her eyes turned to slits when they met mine. Bitch didn’t know who she was fucking with. I let my smile broaden over my face and looked anything but sweet. “I’m sorry you lost your race. Thirteenth out of fifteen isn’t too bad, right?” I swallowed my laugh when she turned around in a huff and stomped away. What were we, twelve?

      Rush’s arm lifted from my shoulders, but he was grinning as he said. “That wasn’t very nice.”

      His smile knocked the wind out of me; so rarely directed my way since our very first meeting. I shook my head to clear it. What the hell had he asked? “She had it coming.”

      His smile grew. “Oh yeah? I’d like to hear that story.”

      Sophie looked dead on her feet as she walked toward us. “Can we please g-go now?” She said around a yawn. She tucked herself into my side and rested her head on my shoulder. I looked up at Rush and gave him puppy dog eyes. It was a great night, but I was exhausted too.

      “Yeah, go ahead. I’ll get the guys and we’ll catch up,” he said.

      We barely cleared the door before Sophie said, “So…are we going to talk about it?” Her voice was far too sweet for her to be up to any good.

      I raised a brow at her. “Talk about what?”

      “The fact that you’ve got your pick of a very hot litter.”

      My nose scrunched in the middle. “I’d prefer you refrained from using any animal references.”

      She snorted. “Sooo, which one is it going to be? Wait! Let me guess. Beck? He has that super sexy obsessed with you thing going for him.”

      I busted out laughing. She had a point. How the hell did he make crazy look so hot?

      When I didn't immediately answer, she continued. “Oh, so it’s Rush and his intense mismatched stare?” She fake swooned and leaned harder against my side. “The hungry way he watches you would be embarrassing if it wasn’t so damn sexy.”

      I peeked over my shoulder and made sure the guys were still too far to hear our conversation. They hadn’t come out of the booth yet, thank God. I would have died of mortification had they overheard this conversation.

      Sophie sprung up on her toes. “Oh shit…is it Nico?” She fanned herself and I busted out laughing.

      A loud crack echoed through the parking lot, and we froze. Then another, and another. Gunshots. Fuck.

      I whipped around just in time to see a bullet bounce off the bumper of the car, way too close for comfort. Suddenly, everyone was yelling. I screamed for my sister as I heard my own name echoing from somewhere to my left. I couldn’t tell over the noise who had yelled for me, but it didn’t matter. Pulling my gun out of its holster, I darted toward the armored truck. Sophie, thank God, had the same idea. She crouched low behind the right rear fender, using the tires as a shield.

      “It’s locked,” she whimpered at me.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      Beck darted out of nowhere, reaching me and Sophie just as a bullet crashed through the window on the car to our right. Shattering glass all around us.

      “Where is it coming from?” I screamed, spinning in a circle, holding my gun out in front of me.

      “Above,” Beck panted. “Get under the car.”

      Sophie immediately obliged, wriggling underneath the small gap between the bottom of the SUV and the asphalt. I, however, was not going to hide.

      People in the stadium had realized what was going on and were running, like fucking idiots, toward the action. The sound was probably bouncing all over the place in the round arena, making it hard for people to tell where the gunshots were coming from, but in the confusion, the crowd was about to run literally right into the line of fire.

      I peered toward the bleachers where the shots seemed to be coming from. Fuck. I couldn’t hit a sniper with a handgun from one hundred yards away. Thankfully, I didn’t have to. My eye caught movement to my left, and I spotted Nico on the opposite end of the parking lot. He was leaning around another car aiming a M24 Sniper Rifle up at something in the stands. Where the hell he had hidden that thing, I had no idea. It was fucking huge. He fired off three shots into the stands. I couldn’t see where they had gone, but the bullets raining down on the back of the range rover momentarily stopped. Huh. That’s not something they taught in business school school.

      Out of nowhere, Rush ran up beside me. He held his keys in one hand and a gun in the other. “Get in,” he said quickly, unlocking the car.

      I reached under the car and hauled my sister out by the shoulder, shoving her in the car in front of me. “What the fuck was that?” I screamed at Rush, too loudly, considering he was less than a foot away.

      “Get in,” he repeated.

      “I thought you guys were still up in the box. How did you get down here so fast?”

      Rush made a sound of frustration and physically lifted me up, tossing me into the back seat after Sophie. I crashed into her with an “Oomph,” as he slammed the door behind us.

      Tears rolled down Sophie’s face, smearing her eyeliner into long, black streaks. “What is going on?” she cried. “That’s twice in two weeks we’ve been shot at—”

      “I know,” I said, biting my lip. I patted her on the back, having no idea what to say. She wasn’t wrong—nothing was normal anymore.

      The driver’s side door opened, and Beck jumped in, keys jingling. “Are you okay?” he said as he started the car.

      “Yeah. Where are the others?”

      He grimaced at me in the rearview mirror. “They’ll meet us back at the hotel, but we need to get you both out of here.”

      “Why?” I asked desperately

      Beck frowned, his hands shaking on the steering wheel. “Later, Little Thief. I promise.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that.”

      He sighed. “I know.”
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      Fuck, the shooter was bleeding all over the place. The blood flow needed to stop if we stood a chance of getting him back to the hotel alive enough for Beck to take care of him.

      Thankfully, Nico hadn’t shot him in the head. That was more restraint than he typically showed, which on a normal day I might comment on. Progress and all that. Today wasn’t fucking normal, though, and I was probably just as worked up as Nico right now. That was a scary fucking thought.

      “Go to hell. I’m not telling you anything.” The shooter tried to push me off him. I leaned harder on his neck and he coughed, struggling to breathe.

      I lowered my head close to him. “Who said I was keeping you alive to talk?” My lips pulled back, showing all my teeth in a feral snarl. “You’re going to pay for shooting at our girl.”

      The shooter’s body started to shake, and his eyes snapped to mine, all his bravado lost now that he knew we didn’t want anything from him. This was purely revenge. He could stay as quiet as a mouse, and I wouldn’t give a flying fuck.

      Nico came around the car. “Hurry the fuck up, Rush.”

      “I’m fucking trying. Hold him still for me, will ya?”

      Nico did as I asked and I grabbed two old rags from the trunk and pushed one against my new buddy’s bleeding shoulder. The duct tape made a loud ripping noise when I pulled off a strip. The wound would get infected as hell, but he wouldn’t last long enough for that, anyway. Beck was going to have fun with this one, and for once I was going to watch.

      I shoved the other rag into his mouth and duct taped it around his face. “Put him in the trunk and let’s get the hell out of here. We’re already too far behind.”

      Nico gave me a sharp look for giving him orders. I ignored it and tipped the shooter back into the trunk while Nico adjusted him so his legs would fit. It was going to be a tight squeeze. We had to slam the trunk down three times before we could get it to latch. A snapping sound on the last go let us know we broke something. A sinister smile formed on my lips. Fuck him.

      I ran around the car, getting into the driver’s seat in time for Nico to slam into the passenger door of Beck’s absurd, orange, Bugatti Veyron. “Go.”

      He didn’t have to tell me twice. I skidded out of the parking lot, narrowly fitting between two cars. Other drivers laid on their horns, but the sound was drowned out by the roar of our engine. Beck’s car was fast. He literally bought it because it was the fastest thing he could find that was street-legal, and the guy was dancing on the edge of a serious adrenaline addiction. Regardless, any other time I would’ve loved the hell out of this ride, but right now I was zoned in on getting us to the hotel. I weaved in and out around cars, cutting it to the last second. I sucked in air, trying to calm my erratic breathing, but adrenaline had my heart hammering in my chest. We’d been fucking shot at. Rae had been shot at.

      When I came out of the building and saw her standing there, both guns raised, bullets pinging off the surrounding cars, my heart stopped. She appeared completely unafraid to stand her ground, even as windows shattered around her and metal punctuated steel. I’d never run so fucking fast as I did when I couldn’t get the Rover to unlock.

      “What the hell happened?” I barked. I jerked the steering wheel so hard the back end swerved out, and I was barely able to correct it. A loud muffled cry came from the back, so I repeated the action in the other direction.

      Nico didn’t answer. His eyes were set dead ahead. A muscle ticked in his jaw, and he held his gun pointed at the floor. Bringing him back to the hotel was fucking stupid. He was a dangerous combination of unstable and pissed at the best of times, but I was ninety-nine percent sure he was on the verge of a rage blackout.

      He’d always been like that ever since Dante died, but it was worse since he took over the Gentlemen from his dad. He was either totally methodical and neurotic, or a fucking lunatic. There was virtually no in between. I’d normally try and convince him to go to the gym and fight it out in the ring until he calmed down, but fuck that. I didn’t have time.

      I was honestly worried Beck would set him off. Beck and Nico were closer than brothers. Sometimes I thought they got each other more than I did—two sides of a deeply fucked up coin—but they were going to literally fucking kill each other someday. There was no question it was going to be Beck who said something to set Nico off as soon as we got back, and that’s when guns tended to come out. Fuck.

      A tension headache started to build behind my right eye as I cut off an eighteen-wheeler in the fast lane. Beck and Nico really needed a referee, and it couldn’t be me forever. Like today. Today, I couldn’t deal with them. I needed to see if Rae was okay, or I was going to lose my shit. The arena was forty-five minutes out of the city, and even driving at life threatening speeds we weren’t getting there fast enough. My hands and arms burned with a spike of adrenaline when I thought about Rae being hurt. I’d thrown her in the armored SUV and tossed Beck my keys. I hadn’t had time to check if she was okay before they peeled out. I had no idea when I started to care, but I would lose my goddamn mind if something happened to her.

      I pressed my foot down on the gas a little harder and drifted the car around the corner, banging a uey on to Main Street. A loud groan came from the back, but Nico didn’t react to my breakneck speed.

      Beck must’ve been hauling ass too because they pulled up to the hotel before us. Not wanting to waste a second, I sped over the median and braked at the last possible moment in front of the hotel. The car jumped the curb before coming to a screeching halt. Beck glared at me for curbing his car.

      I jumped out of the car and raced to open the Rover’s rear door. Rae looked at me with large owl eyes as I pulled her out. My hands checked every surface of her, my eyes searching, but there wasn’t any blood. I looked up. Her face was flushed. She was shaken, but too stubborn to admit it.

      “I’m fine,” she breathed.

      Relief washed through me. She was okay. Everything was okay. I rested my forehand against hers and breathed in her vanilla honey scent. Slowly my breath regulated back to normal, and I vaguely heard Nico telling the guards to take care of Beck’s present. Never fucking again. No one was ever getting near her again.

      Beck wrapped his arms around us, squeezing the ever loving shit out of me. “Don’t hog her, man.”

      I groaned and shook him off. “Fuck off, Beck.”

      Rae’s laugh vibrated against my chest, sending warmth through me. I fucking loved that sound. She stepped back, not meeting my eyes, and wrapped her arms around Beck. He cupped her cheeks, tipping her head back, and pushed her hair behind her ears. He looked calmer than I’d seen him in years as he placed a kiss on her forehead. “Glad you’re okay, babe.”

      A tinge of jealousy cut through me. For some reason Beck didn’t care at all that Rae was from Mount Summer. He probably just thought the rules didn’t impply to him. Hell, maybe they fucking didn’t, because as usual, Nico hadn’t done anything to stop him. There was so much fucked up guilt and drama in just that situation alone, I didn’t even have the time to analyze it.

      I took a deep breath and reminded myself of the reason I kept my distance from Rae: she was Jimmy O’Rourke’s daughter and I was a Gentlemen. Until recently, I had never wished otherwise.

      Sophie walked up to them, looking exhausted. Rae tightened her arms around Beck once, but let him go, pulling her sister into her side.

      “Can we go in now?” Sophie’s voice was soft, like it took effort to speak.

      Rae scanned her sister, worry written over her face. “Yeah, of course. I’m fucking exhausted.”

      Nico took a step forward, but Rae cut him off. “We’ll be in her room. Directly beside yours. You’ll be able to hear us.”

      He didn’t look happy but didn’t stop them as they went into the hotel. Apparently, the rules didn’t imply to Rae now, either. Interesting.
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        * * *

      

      Nico’s room was packed. My best enforcer, Anthony, was doing a full debrief. I’d normally be all over that shit, but my mind kept slipping next door.

      “The shooter’s set up in your workroom like you asked.” Anthony glanced at Beck.

      Beck ignored him, continuing to search his phone, one hand in his pocket all casual and shit, like he wasn’t about to torture someone for the next few hours. I didn’t normally watch, but I was looking forward to seeing this. Knowing the shooter was completely fucked didn’t stop the anger from growing. The Trilogy had fucked with the wrong girl. It was personal now. I was going to hunt all those fuckers down.

      I slammed my hands on the table, drawing everyone’s attention. Nico and Beck’s expressions were just as dark as mine. “Looks like we’re going hunting.”

      There was a commotion in the hall and a guard stepped in. He was decked out in the standard issue suit for the hotel guards, and he looked scared as shit to face us. “Um… Boss…”

      “Who the hell are you?” Nico asked in a surprisingly calm tone. He hadn’t shot anyone yet. It was concerning. Like a calm before a nuclear blast.

      “Mark… I’m new.” No fucking shit.

      “Spit it out,” Nico said, giving the kid his full attention.

      Mark’s eyes darted between us. “There… There're some girls to see you. We’ve blocked them, but they’re insisting they know you.”

      I raised my eyebrows. Girls? What girls? What the fuck was this?

      “Why the hell are you coming to us with that? Bring them to Madame Cosset,” I said loudly.

      I needed to draw his attention from Nico. The way Nico’s fingers had drifted to his gun spelled disaster for the poor kid, and to be fair, it wasn’t Mark’s fault he’d showed up on a really bad day.

      “They’re not that type of girls.” Mark looked down, not meeting my gaze.

      I stared at him, confused. Wait, was it Rae and Sophie? “Let them in.”

      Mark blanched at my tone and took off into the hall. I’d have to let the team know Rae and Sophie had special clearance from now on.

      My mouth tasted sour when fucking Sadie walked into the room with three of her friends I only half-recognized. My eyes narrowed on them. They had no business being here. Not now in the middle of all this shit. Hopefully not ever again. Beck fucked Sadie a few times a couple of years ago, and she wouldn’t let it go. We’d all taken a turn with at least one, if not several, of her friends, but they weren’t a part of us. They were disposable. Here for a good time, that’s it. She was out of her fucking mind, walking in here like she meant something to us.

      “Get the fuck out,” Nico said, jaw muscle twitching with the effort to stay in control.

      Sadie stepped further into the room with entirely too much confidence. They must have stopped to get ready before they came here, because they looked too dressed up for people who were just shot at. Then again, I was pretty sure they stayed inside the VIP booth.

      Sadie put on a pathetic pout. “Can’t we stay tonight? The shooting was scary and I know we’d be safe with you.”

      Fucking pathetic. Images of Rae being a total badass with her guns out popped into my head.

      Nico looked back at his phone. “No.”

      Sadie’s friends gasped. They obviously didn’t know Nico. He wouldn’t lose a moment of sleep over tossing them out.

      Sadie tried again, raising those long-lashed eyes to Beck. “Please, Beck? I want to stay here with you where we’ll know it’s safe.”

      My nose scrunched and my lips pulled back in distaste. I hated her desperation, but fuck. I couldn’t remember how much Sadie actually knew about us. She obviously knew something. I glanced at Beck but he wasn’t listening to her at all. He’d totally zoned out into that cold, flat place he went to right before he tortured a mark. Probably for the best.

      A brave guard stepped forward. “We can’t just throw them out, sir.”

      Nico shot the guard a withering look, but then glanced at the wall I knew separated his room from Sophie’s. “You can stay here tonight,” he said, unusually loudly.

      I gaped at him. Had he lost his fucking mind?

      Nico spoke low to a guard, dismissing him with the girls. “Put them in a guest room on the third floor.”

      I smiled. The third floor was also known as the kink floor. Sadie actually fucking huffed and looked like she was going to stomp her foot, but she kept her voice controlled, hesitant to go against Nico. “We’re not staying in a whore’s room.”

      Beck laughed, a dangerous glint in his eyes. Yeah, he was not fit for company right now.

      “Then get the fuck out,” Nico said, completely dismissing her.

      I smiled at Beck, and his grin widened. It was time to have some fun.
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      I flopped on Sophie’s bed, so tired I was worried I might fall asleep and never get up again. Sophie wandered in behind me and I didn’t even comment. She’d been a blubbering mess the entire ride home. I wasn’t surprised she didn’t want to be alone. Being shot at was no picnic.

      “Should we order food or something?” I asked, my face pressed into the bed so my voice came out muffled.

      “What?” Sophie said, hollowly.

      I sat up. “Thai or Pizza?”

      “I’m not hungry.” She looked completely defeated. Sad and small, like a scared child.

      “Come on, we should eat. It’s not even late. We can watch a movie or something and get your mind off today.”

      She let out an enormous sigh and shifted to face me on the bed. “Why aren’t you more upset?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve seen shootings before, I guess.”

      Sophie took a deep, shuddering breath, pushing her bleached hair behind her ears. “I can’t just sit here being scared. This is stupid.”

      I raised a brow at her. “What do you mean?”

      “I want to do something. Let’s go somewhere.”

      I barked a humorless laugh. “We were shot at both times we left the hotel. If you want to get your mind off being attacked, I don’t think the way to do that is to go out.”

      She groaned. “It’s not fair. I’m going fucking crazy.”

      I pursed my lips. Sophie rarely swore. “Well, we could probably go find some wine or something. I bet Nico has some rich people booze in his room.”

      Speaking of Nico, I could hear the guy’s muffled voices from the next room. I had no idea how Sophie tolerated that. I would go insane.

      “No.” Sophie shook her head. “I need to get out of here. I’m crawling out of my skin.”

      “Nico won’t let us.” As I said that, I died a little inside. What the fuck? Since when did I care what Nico thought?

      “Since when do you care what Nico thinks?” Sophie said, echoing my thoughts.

      “Since he’s right for once. Broken clocks are right twice a day you know.” I wondered absently if he could hear us. Probably, but the voices in the next room hadn’t paused. He clearly wasn’t listening.

      Sophie stood and started pacing around my room. “Wait…” She grinned and lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “What if we wore disguises?”

      I laughed for real this time. “This isn’t a TV show. That’s dumb.”

      “How is a disguise dumb? If we are getting shot at, you and me, let’s not be us.”

      I flopped back on my pillows. “Or we could stay safe here.”

      She grabbed my hands and made big eyes at me. “Rae, I can’t stay here anymore, trapped while fucked up stuff keeps happening. I want to get drunk and find some guy to hook up with and just go back to normal.”

      “Soph—”

      “If you don’t come with me, I’m just going to go alone.”

      I groaned. Jesus Christ. This was the worst idea ever. Like, seriously, I couldn’t think of anything dumber. This was how women in horror movies got their heads chopped off. I fell silent, mulling over other ways to distract her. In the prolonged quiet, the voices from the next room became more audible.

      “Can’t we stay tonight? The shooting was scary, and I know we’d be safe with you.”

      My eyes narrowed. I knew that voice. I glanced at Sophie, whose eyebrows had disappeared into her hair. Sophie and I both leaned closer to the wall.

      Nico’s voice echoed so loud it sounded like he was in the room with us. “You can stay here tonight.”

      “What the fuck?” Sophie rasped, eyes wide. “Is that those girls from the motocross thing?”

      My ears buzzed and I set my jaw. “What kind of disguises?”
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        * * *

      

      It felt freaking weird to be in an Uber. Moreover, to be in an Uber alone with my sister. Only two weeks of living in the hotel, and already Nico’s insane over-reliance on security was rubbing off on me. I kept checking around me to see if we were being followed, like a cornered animal running from a predator.

      I couldn’t believe I let her talk me into going out. I guess defiance was a powerful thing. After hearing Sadie was staying the night in Nico’s suite, there was nothing I wanted to do more than defy the top Gentlemen. I wasn’t about to sit in Sophie’s room with Thai takeout and listen to…whatever happened through the wall. I gazed out the window, watching the city lights blink by, and frowned. I knew the truth: I wouldn’t be doing this if I wasn’t jealous. Yeah…it wasn’t my brightest moment.

      Fuck it. After today, we deserved a bit of fun. Plus, I was fully loaded: two blades strapped to one leg, and a pistol to my other. Sophie practically shook with excitement in the seat next to me, and that somehow made everything better. She looked perfect as always, her lavender hair giving her an irresistible party girl look. With our matching brightly colored wigs, we looked so alike it was almost scary. It would be easy to mistake us as twins.

      We pulled up to a plain industrial building down by the river. The exterior looked like a warehouse or an airplane hangar, except for the packed parking lot and the huge flashing red and yellow sign that read: Absinthe.

      “Here we go,” Sophie said, flashing a huge white smile.

      She paid the driver and scooted out of the car. I followed, my eyes darting all around the packed parking lot. The line to get inside wrapped all the way to the back. It was going to be body to body in there.

      I grabbed her arm, and she spun to me. “We stick together.” I dropped my voice low, but clear. “If you find a guy, make him come home with us. No following anyone back to their place.”

      “Jesus, Rae, you sound exactly like Nico.”

      I choked on my laugh, then the mortification set in. Fuck. The hell with that. We were here for a good time and we were going to get it. When we reached the bouncer, Sophie handed him her two VIP passes.

      His face went white. “This way, Ms. Esposito.” The beast of a man’s voice held a slight tremble and he wouldn’t meet our gaze as he quickly lifted the velvet rope.

      I grabbed Sophie’s arm as soon as we were inside. “What the hell are you playing at, Soph? Esposito?”

      “Relax. It was the only way we were getting in here. A North Side club? Come on, we couldn’t use our own names.” She smiled wide. “And it totally worked. You should thank me.”

      I should’ve known when she mysteriously came up with these too good to be true tickets. I was about to rip into her, but my words were cut off as soon as we entered the main area. I gasped. The club was two floors, with the top floor mostly open and visible from the entrance. Brightly colored silks, twirling dancers, and contorted acrobats hung from the vaulted ceiling over a packed dance floor. Along the back wall, girls in various stages of undress writhed on poles, all covered in red and yellow glitter, against a black and white striped background. It was like the bizarre love child of a strip club, a Vegas nightclub, and a three-ring circus. I watched, transfixed, as one of the strippers flipped upside down on her poll, twirling a flaming baton in one hand.

      Sophie bumped my shoulder with hers. “Right? I told you this place was unreal.”

      “Mmmhmm,” I agreed. She was full of ‘I told you so’s’ tonight. I just hoped I wouldn’t have to say one back.

      “Come on, Rae, loosen up. We’re free.” Her hand slid into mine, and she led me to a raised section with individual booths overlooking the dance floor. Our booth was big enough for at least ten people and we looked comically small sitting in the center alone, but there was no way I was going to let her loose on the dance floor where I’d easily lose her. Bitterness tightened my chest. Sophie was my older sister, but somehow, I’d fallen into the role of babysitter. No one ever looked out for me like that. She was the heir, and I was the spare of the family.

      A beautiful waitress came up to us, dressed in striped leggings and a red and orange striped mini dress, like a carnival performer. She held a giant bottle of grey goose.

      “We didn’t order that,” I said, confused.

      The waitress smiled. “It’s compliments of the gentlemen down the row.”

      I stiffened at the word gentlemen. “Where?” I asked sharply.

      The waitress pointed toward a couple of gorgeous men sitting three booths down. Both of them were laser focused on Sophie. There was a dangerous air about them and the hair on my arms stood on end. An edge of warning trickled through me. I squinted through the dark club to get a better look.

      “I can’t tell from here if she meant regular gentlemen or the Gentlemen,” I muttered. “Fuck, I knew this was a bad idea.”

      Sophie practically preened at the men and waved. “Chill, Rae. They’re not wearing suits, and you know Nico is weird about that. It’s probably nothing.” She handed me a shot glass and raised her drink to the guys down the aisle.

      I groaned. She was going to be a handful tonight.

      The closer one—a blonde—gave us a head nod, a grin pulling at the corner of his lips. His hooded eyes were focused on Soph, and I swear he looked like he wanted to devour her. Sophie must have agreed because a visible shiver ran through her. She clinked her glass against mine, then downed it. Fuck it, Bottoms up. The smooth liquor burned down my throat and heated my belly. I immediately poured another.

      The DJ wasn’t slotted to start for another hour, so we spent that time scoping out guys in the crowd for Sophie. Honestly, a random hook up might be good for me too. I was getting too wrapped up in the drama at the hotel and the guys living there. I’d made the mistake of letting my guard down with them, and that needed to stop. This had to be some weird version of Stockholm syndrome. Technically, we weren’t prisoners. But the fact that we had to sneak out tonight showed what limited freedom we had. Being controlled itched at my skin, I’d spent years in dangerous situations and suddenly I was being treated as a helpless little girl while the men went out to play. Fuck that.

      “Come dance,” Sophie said, throwing one glance back at the guys in the other booth.

      I rolled my eyes. “Fine.”

      She started to move with the music, her slim body fluid. Her head tipped back as she let the sound seep through her. I scanned the room and looked for anyone who might look like trouble. So far things were chill, but I was missing the safety of numbers. I should've called Connor and Brian, but they were even worse than Nico when it came to Sophie.

      I scanned the room again and my lips curled up in a smile. She was fucking good. Both the guys at the next table were laser focused on her, their eyes hooded with heat. She smirked at me, knowing exactly what she was doing. She avoided them completely and continued to move as if no one was around. The freeness made her practically irresistible. I loved to dance, but there was an edge tonight that wouldn’t let me relax. We’d come out here unprotected and there was no way I was going to let something go south and have to hear about it from Nico. That was…if they ever found out. If everything went as planned, we’d be tucked into bed before they woke up.

      “Are they still watching?”

      I barely shifted my gaze and spotted the guys in question, eyes still riveted on her. “Yup.”

      Her smile was mischievous. “Good, they should be here in five seconds.”

      I watched as they stood up and headed toward us. A sound from our right was tugging on my mind, but I was riveted on what was happening here. Sophie smiled brightly as a huge, tattooed guy stared down at her. The air shifted around us, suddenly intense under his gaze.

      “Hi,” Sophie said breathlessly.

      Before the guy could reply, a harsh voice cut into the tension. “They’re with us.”

      A shiver ran down my spine at the sound of Nico’s voice. Oh shit. I spun so fast I almost toppled over in my too-tall heels.

      Nico threw out a hand to catch me on reflex, his fingers splaying across my stomach. He dipped his head to whisper in my ear, his voice edged with repressed anger. “Found you.”

      Behind Nico, Rush and Beck glowered at our new friends. The dark-haired one with the tattoos was now flanked by his blonde friend. The dark-haired guy looked at Sophie for a second longer before his gaze darted to Nico. He blinked twice—maybe in surprise or recognition? Nico was a relatively recognizable figure in St. Adrian. Even if this guy wasn’t a Gentlemen, he probably knew who he was dealing with. His eyes darted from Nico, to me, to Sophie. “We didn’t know, man. No harm intended.”

      “Well, you know now, so back the fuck off.” Rush’s voice was harder than I’d ever heard, but he didn’t look at me. All his attention was on our new guests. The hypocrites were cock blocking us only hours after they invited Sadie to stay the night.

      I let out a sound of frustration, but no one paid attention to me. The men were talking. They’d be lucky if I didn’t stab them all in the throat.

      Sophie, usually reserved, practically shot toward Nico. She stared down her nose at him, breathing hard. “Listen here, Esposito. I may have played along with your bullshit, but we’re not captives. You don’t control us.”

      His gaze shifted to me, his jaw clenched and hands fisted. “Is that right?”

      Sophie’s smile was feral, showing all her perfect teeth. “I know you’re used to getting everything you want, but we are not for sale.”

      Nico’s eyes darted to mine sharply again, then back to her. “I think you’d be surprised.”

      Sophie laughed without humor. “You better be careful, or you’ll lose her before you get a chance to catch her.” She stormed off the dance floor in the direction of our booth.

      I watched her out of the corner of my eye, feeling like I should follow, but also aware that this conversation wasn’t over. I straightened my back, trying to look unaffected, but the truth was I felt like a kid getting caught stealing. Nico straight up looked like he wanted to punish me, and I shivered for a new reason. Would I like that? No, definitely not. What was I thinking?

      When I looked at Beck and Rush, my chest panged with regret. Rush’s jaw was set in anger, but there was more to it than the unbridled rage I expected from Nico. Beck just looked hurt, like I’d kicked his dog. Fuck. I’d gotten in deeper than I’d expected to with these guys and from the look on their faces I’d fucked up. Maybe I should apologize? No, fuck that. I wasn’t some damsel in distress. They couldn’t lock me up while they went out and had fun. A cool tinge of envy sent sparks down my arms. Fair is fair. So why did I feel so bad when I met Beck’s gaze and he shifted his eyes from mine?

      I stomped back over to the booth where Sophie sat, arms crossed like a sulking teenager.

      “You need to go home. Now,” Nico said to her, his tone leaving no room for discussion.

      “Fine. You’ve ruined the night anyway,” she spat.

      Rush beckoned to a couple of guys in dark suits I hadn’t noticed before, but who looked way out of place in the circus themed club. “Take Ms. O’Rourke back to the Hotel on Main.”

      Sophie turned to me as one of the security guys took her by the elbow. “Let’s go,” she said.

      My fucking pleasure. I stood and went to walk past him, but Rush grabbed my arm. “Not you, Raegan.”

      I blinked. Fuck. He’d busted out the full name.

      Rush didn’t squeeze my arm hard, but I could practically feel the anger simmering in his gaze. It dared me to try to get away from him.

      Sophie’s head whipped back when she realized I wasn’t behind her. “Like hell I’m leaving her with you all when you’re acting like cavemen.”

      Rush never looked away from me, just took a step closer. I began to pull away but caught the hurt look in Beck’s eyes. Shit. “Just go, Soph. I’ll be fine.”

      She scoffed. “There’s no way I’m leaving you here.”

      “Trust me. Go.”

      She gave the guys one last glare. “If I so much as hear that you’ve hurt one hair on her head, you’re all dead men. Trust me. I have men that know how to dispose of a body.”

      Rush glared at her. “We’ve spent weeks trying to protect you both. We aren’t going to fucking hurt her.”

      I sagged a bit in relief at his words. I didn’t think they would hurt me, but a small part of me was growing nervous.

      Rush’s eyes met mine, feeling the change in my posture. He looked like I slapped him. Eyes wide with shock, he let go of my arm like I’d burned him. His voice was rough. “You thought I’d fucking hurt you?”

      Sophie watched the guys for a long moment, and a sly smile formed on her lips. “Fine.”

      She had barely moved out of earshot when the three guys piled into the booth. I sat facing Nico. His smile twisted and I glared back, not breaking his gaze. These boys needed to learn they didn’t own me. The heat of Beck and Rush as they sat on either side of me snapped me out of my stare-down, but neither of them were looking at me. Instead, their eyes scanned the room as if they were looking for danger. Overprotective assholes.

      Beck was stiff and all hard edges, not a glimpse of the playful guy he’d been these last few weeks. He wouldn’t look at me. Fine. All of this had to stop, anyway. We’d figure out how to stop the Trilogy and go back to being enemies. I wasn’t under the delusion that our gangs would suddenly be best friends. This was all a means to an end. I murmured something similar to that under my breath, and Beck’s attention snapped to me.

      “Screw you, Raegan. What are you playing at?” He took a deep breath “I thought…” His eyes searched mine. “Fuck it. It doesn’t matter what I thought. I was clearly wrong.”

      “Let’s get out of here,” Rush said, glancing between Beck and I.

      “No,” Nico said smoothly. “Raegan thinks she needs a night out. We’re going to give it to her.”

      We sat there in complete silence as time ticked by, until finally Beck turned to me. “Just tell me why you left like that? What were you thinking?”

      I faced them all with a snarl. “I was thinking that you three get to come and go as you please, set all the rules, keep things from me, and hook up with motocross chicks, all while you keep us locked away in your gilded cage of a hotel.”

      Beck’s brows pinched together, confusion written across his face as he worked over my words, then a wicked grin formed and he glanced at Rush. “The little thief was jealous.” He barked a laugh.

      Rush turned to look at me. “Is that true, Firecracker? Were you jealous?”

      Relief flooded through me at the return of the nicknames I’d hated only a week ago, but that didn’t change anything. “Hell, no. I wouldn’t be jealous of you. Go fuck whoever you want.”

      Nico scoffed, a small smirk crossing his mouth before returning to glowering at me. “There are better ways to prove a point, Raegan.”

      We returned to silence, but Beck handed me a drink and leaned into my side. His fingers traced a pattern on my bare thigh that sent sparks down my spine.

      Rush turned hot eyes on me. “They aren’t staying in our rooms. We went and played with the shooter.” He tucked a strand of hair from my lavender wig behind my ear, fingers brushing my cheek. “We made him pay nice and slow for shooting at you.”

      Fuck. My head tipped back as heat flooded between my thighs. There was no denying that was hot. Beck and Rush both groaned beside me at my reaction. Beck’s hand tightened on my thigh, slowly drifted up. Rush’s lips pressed barely there kisses down the curve of my neck. The tension between us nearly setting me on fire. “Come dance with us,” he whispered.

      Fuck, that sounded good.
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      I let Rush pull me to my feet and toward the dance floor, hands firmly clasped. He glanced back at me, eyes assessing. “Wait.”

      “What?” I asked.

      He reached up with his free hand and pulled the lavender wig off my head, tossing it back toward the booth. My red hair tumbled out, slightly tangled.

      “Better,” Beck said.

      I glanced at Nico quickly, half expecting him to stand and follow us, but of course he didn’t. A waitress placed a drink in front of him and he swirled the amber liquor, not taking his eyes off me. He gave me one tiny nod, as if to say, “Go.”

      Not that I needed his permission or attention, but I liked the feel of his intense eyes on me as his two best friends dragged me away from the booth. Liked it a bit too much, probably.

      As I stepped on to the dark dance floor, the colored spotlights that drifted back and forth provided the only illumination. I closed my eyes as the electric house music pumped through my veins and I swayed, loving the way music took over my body, not leaving room for thoughts. Large hands spanned my hips, sending goosebumps up my arms. Beck’s sandalwood scent enveloped me. I opened my eyes and met his hooded gaze searching mine. He bit down on his lip and his piercing caught the light. I wanted to taste the cool touch of it against my lips.

      The insistent magnetic energy pulled taunt between us, and I gave into it as he pulled me flush against him. He was an excellent dancer, better than expected. We moved slowly to the music. Attuned to his body, he directed the speed, and the intense tension between us built. I’d been craving him since the first time we kissed, and my body hummed when I pressed into the heat of his chest. I grazed my lips over the tattoo of a blood red beating heart on his neck, and he inhaled sharply when my tongue tasted the salt that coated him. I’d lost my fucking mind, but nothing could have stopped me.

      I gasped when Rush’s chest pushed into my back and sent fire crackling through me. Whatever resistance I had left shattered at his proximity. His hips drove me harder into Beck, and I moaned against his neck, earning me a feral growl from both men. Mother of God, I was sandwiched between two of the hottest guys on earth. A stark reminder of Beck’s comment about sharing had me arching into them.

      Fuck. I wanted—no—I needed more.

      I pushed my hips back into Rush’s hard length and groaned loud enough to be embarrassed, but Beck was there to catch it. His tongue slid over my bottom lip and I opened to him. His mouth crashed into mine, tongue hot, owning mine. I matched his desperation and bit down on his lip. He trembled against me and groaned into my mouth.

      “Fuck… you’re so fucking hot,” Rush murmured against my neck. He bit down on the lobe of my ear, and I moaned into Beck’s kiss. Overwhelmed by the feel of them, the need to touch, feel, and kiss, coursed through me. Rush threaded his fingers through the back of my hair and squeezed just hard enough to hurt. He dragged his other hand up my leg, sending heat pooling between my thighs until his fingers worked their way around and cupped my core. I tilted my head to the side, exposing my neck, as his open mouth kisses sent heat searing into me.

      I was completely lost to the heat of them and we devolved into desperate touches. I scraped my nails down Beck’s chest like I had the first night we met and he groaned, releasing my mouth, chest panting against mine. His lips formed a sinister grin, and he slid his leg between my thighs and pushed Rush’s hand harder into me.

      “Fuck,” Rush’s voice rumbled into my neck as his hand curled over my needy core.

      Rush’s arms held me steady from behind while I trembled between them. His lips nipped at the sensitive shell of my ear. “You’re going to come for us, Firecracker, and know just how much we own you.”

      I whimpered, and it drove them harder. Fuck. Heat consumed me. It was too much and not enough. I grabbed Beck’s hair, his mouth covered mine, eating all my desperate sounds, and he pushed his leg harder into Rush’s hand. Behind me, Rush sucked, nipped, and tasted the curve of my neck as pleasure coursed through me. One of his hands grazed up my body and pinched my nipple through my shirt, then gripped my jaw, turning it in Nico’s direction.

      Sitting alone in the VIP booth, Nico watched us. Gaze dark, body pressed forward, he rubbed his thumb against his bottom lip. There were nude girls all around us, but we were his show.

      My toes curled and my fists clenched as Rush and Beck worked me over the edge. All the while, Nico’s gaze bore into mine, demanding I come. My body arched into them and trembles ran through me as my greedy core pulsed with pleasure. I gasped for breath and looked directly into the hungry gaze of my worst enemy as his two best friends made me come apart.

      Fuck. I lost all control of my body and sagged between them. Rush’s firm arm wrapped around my waist was the only thing keeping me standing. It took several minutes before I was finally able to open my eyes. Beck’s kisses turned tender. He gently grazed my swollen mouth while Rush stroked his hand down my arm as my heart calmed to a normal rhythm.

      When I could finally breathe, I glanced over toward the booth where Nico was sitting. Or…had been sitting. “Where is he?” I asked, scanning the crowd.

      I didn’t have to wait long for an answer. Four well-armed men stalked by the bar, and Rush stiffened behind me. “Fuck. We need to move.”

      His worried tone was like stepping into a freezing shower. “Who is that?”

      Rush disappeared into the crowd, and Beck grabbed my hand, tugging me off the dance floor. They moved with practiced synchronicity, almost like they’d planned it.

      “What’s going on?” I hissed.

      Beck’s face had gone slack. “Time to go, Little Thief.”

      Something was clearly very wrong.
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        * * *

      

      We stepped out into the chill night air outside the club and Beck’s arms wrapped around me, providing much needed warmth.

      “What happened?” I asked again. “I don’t understand.”

      “Right, you wouldn’t, I guess,” he said. “That was one of the Gentlemen with a few known Trilogy members. We’ve been aware of our guys defecting for a while. We got this particular guy’s name out of another rat the other night, but we hadn't seen him out in the wild before tonight.”

      “People are switching sides?” My eyes widened, partly at the news and partly because he’d told me so casually. Like he trusted me. Jesus Christ, things had gone too far.

      “Exactly,” he said into my hair.

      I sunk back into the warmth of his chest, even as a sliver of doubt crept into the back of my mind. What the fuck was I doing? This whole night was unbelievable. The way the guys were able to shift gears so quickly from whatever it was we’d been doing on the dance floor to hunting down a traitor was kind of scary. Meanwhile, I was barely able to think straight.

      Who even was I right now? The biggest issue wasn’t what we’d done—that wasn’t a big deal—it was who I’d done it with. I kept blurring the lines further and acting like these guys weren’t from the opposite side of a generations old feud. A feud that had literally killed hundreds of people.

      Beck’s phone rang, and he answered it with one hand, leaving the other arm wrapped around my waist. He stood so close to me, I could hear Nico speaking on the other end of the phone as though he were on speaker-phone.

      “We caught up to Joe,” Nico barked. “Turns out Luca’s information was good after all.”

      “Great,” Beck said brightly.

      “I need you to come deal with him.”

      Beck paused. “Oh, come on, man. Not right now.”

      “Yes, right now. Are you fucking with me?”

      “I thought you were going to just kill him,” Beck whined in the same voice one might say, “But I wanted to have Pizza for dinner.”

      In the background, someone whimpered. There was a loud smack and Rush’s voice said, “Shut the fuck up.”

      My eyebrows rose into my hairline. What the fuck was this conversation? I felt like I was in the goddamn twilight zone right now.

      “Beck.” Nico’s tone was that of forced calm. “You have thirty seconds to get your shit together and get over here. This is not goddamned kindergarten, do your fucking job.”

      Beck splayed his fingers across the bare strip of skin between my crop top and my shorts, rubbing small circles on my skin. “Alright, but what are we going to do with you know who?”

      Nico paused. “Get the car and come get us around back. You’ll have to fucking bring her.”

      Beck choked. “You’re not serious.”

      “Do I sound like I’m joking? I’m not debating this with you. I am literally holding a gun to this fucker’s head right now. Put Raegan in the car and get over here or I will have your bike taken to the junkyard and crushed into a cube by the end of the hour.” He hung up.

      “What was that about?” I asked.

      Beck dropped his hand from my stomach and sighed loudly. “What did my bike ever do to him?” he asked instead of answering.

      “I don’t know, he’s cracked,” I snapped. “Where are we going?”

      He grabbed my hand and tugged me toward the parking lot, digging car keys out of his pocket with the other. His tone suddenly turned serious. “Listen. You need to sit in the car, okay?”

      I snorted. “I grew up in a gang too, remember? I’ve seen a guy with a gun to his head before.”

      Beck winced. “Have you ever seen an interrogation before?”

      “No,” I lied reflexively. Of course, I’d seen an interrogation. My dad hadn’t sheltered me from any aspect of the business. I didn’t speak as we drove around the building. Every part of me raced with pent up adrenaline. If they were going to take me with them to meet their interrogator, that was some serious information. You didn’t just shout about who the interrogator was in an organization. Their identity was always protected from outsiders.

      The back of the club was a dirty alleyway, with trash littering the ground. Beck parked the Range Rover next to an overflowing dumpster and hopped out, leaving it running. After a moment, I got out too. I had never promised to stay in the car. The stench of piss and rotten garbage filled the air, burning my nose. As I followed him into the dimly lit space between the dumpster and the building, I reached down and pulled my gun out of its thigh holster just in case. This felt like the kind of place a girl could get jumped.

      Rush and Nico stood in the shadows. Rush held a man up against the wall of the building, his arm pressed to his neck. Meanwhile, Nico shoved a gun to the man’s sweaty temple.

      “Fuck, Joe,” Beck said loudly. “And here I thought you liked living.”

      So, this was one of the guys who had decided to betray Nico and funnel information to the Trilogy. Interesting. He didn’t look that scary, or even like the kind of upper crust gangster that Nico ran with. The man was shorter than all three of the guys by at least a head and covered in tattoos, with a large scar running down one side of his face. He looked to be about thirty-five, but it was hard to say in the low lighting.

      If someone betrayed my dad, they definitely would’ve died. In a weird way, I would have been surprised if Nico didn’t kill this guy himself. Jesus. How had I gone from fighting with these guys, to almost fucking, to murder in the span of like two hours? Was this my life now? Cool. Coolcoolcool. I definitely didn’t need therapy or anything.

      The doomed man didn’t speak, just glared at Beck as we approached. His gaze swung to me and he grinned, showing yellowed teeth.

      “Get back in the fucking car, Raegan,” Nico barked, following his gaze.

      I ignored him. If this guy worked for the people who shot at me and Sophie, I sure as fuck wasn’t going to wait in the car while he was dealt with. I wanted answers.

      Nico seemed to decide it wasn’t worth wasting time fighting with me, which was smart. He turned back to Beck. “You got zip-ties?”

      “Yeah,” Beck said uncomfortably. He glanced back at me. “Nico, man…come on.”

      Nico looked from me, to Beck, to Joe, then back to me. He groaned in frustration. “Fuck it.”

      I jumped as he shot the guy in the head, bits of brain and skull splattering across the wall.

      “Dude, what the fuck?” Rush exclaimed, jumping back. “Warn me next time.”

      Nico blinked at him, wiping the gun on the dead man’s pants. “Next time I’ll send you a save the date. How about a Google Calendar invite?”

      “You’re an asshole.” Rush let the body fall to the ground and wiped blood off his face with one tattooed hand. “I thought we were questioning him?”

      “Why the hell did you make me come back here if you were just going to kill him?” Beck complained.

      “Why the hell did you let her out of the car?” Nico snapped. “I doubt he knew anything, anyway. Joe was a fucking moron. The satisfaction of killing him is better than any information he may have had.”

      Rush rolled his eyes. “You could have killed him, anyway. You have no impulse control.”

      Beck glanced back at me, looking considerably happier than he had minutes ago. “You okay, babe?”

      I nodded. “Yup.”

      I stared at the blood dripping down the wall, wondering if I should be more bothered by this. I had never personally killed someone point blank like that. I’d shot into an active shooter situation to protect Sophie, but that almost felt like a drill. Like the kind of thing my dad had put me through as a kid, where he and Brian would shoot blanks at me until I stopped being scared and figured out how to shoot back while under fire. I’d done tons of training exercises like that after Marcus died, and always just assumed it was because my dad viewed me as the expendable one. The one who was best to be shoved in front of a shooter.

      “You sure you’re good?” Rush asked, his eyebrows pulling low.

      “She’s fucking fine,” Nico growled. “Let’s clean this shit up.”

      I met Rush’s gaze for a second and gave him a tiny smile. Nico was right, I was fucking fine. I’d watched my dad kill men before. It was unavoidable in the kind of work that Mount Summer did. Sending unregistered weapons and drugs across state lines wasn’t the kind of thing that attracted the best people, and sometimes shit had to get handled. Maybe I should have been afraid of Nico right now, but I wasn’t. Who knows what that said about me.

      “Cleaners will be here in ten,” Beck said, stuffing his phone in his pocket. “They’re on the other side of town or they'd be here faster.”

      “Fine,” Nico snapped, striding back toward the car.

      Rush wrapped an arm around me as we walked back to the car. “Sorry for the interruption, Firecracker,” he said into my hair.

      I laughed without humor. “You switch gears so fast it’s almost scary.”

      “Does it scare you?”

      “No,” I said honestly.

      What scared me was that it didn’t. What scared me was that I was already used to this kind of lifestyle, and it would be easy to get used to them.
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      I woke the following morning to an elbow to the ribs.

      “Ooph, sorry,” Sophie said as she climbed into bed with me. “I’m trying not to spill your coffee.”

      “Fuck off, Soph. I’m tired,” I groaned into my pillow.

      I wasn’t just tired. I was dead to the world. Last night had taken it out of me in so many ways, I didn’t even know how to process it. I felt like a damp towel wrung out on the line.

      “What happened?” Sophie bounced a little with excitement as she spoke, apparently giving up on the coffee.

      “Um, we shot a guy in the head, and then some guys in white suits came and took the body away, then started a literal dumpster fire to burn all the evidence.

      She gasped. “What?”

      “Yeah. Some people light up cigarettes after sex. These guys light up people, apparently.”

      “Wait, you had sex! With which one?” She squealed, completely blowing by the murder and disposal of a body. Typical.

      I sat up and took the to-go coffee mug from her. It smelled divine. “No…not quite.”

      “What does ‘not quite’ mean?’” She made quotes in the air with her fingers.

      I felt my cheeks grow warm. “Fuck, fine. We fooled around on the dance floor. It was a lot.”

      “Who is we?” she asked, now literally bouncing with excitement.

      I bit the inside of my lip. I wasn’t embarrassed. My sister was just a terrible secret keeper and had no poker face whatsoever. She was going to yell about this from the roof, and say all sorts of weird, mortifying things at the first possible moment. I could picture it now. She was going to walk right up to her room and start screaming at Nico through the wall about the size of his friend’s coc—

      “Raegan!” Sophie waved a hand in front of my face. “Are you even paying attention to me?”

      “Yeah, sorry.”

      “Well?” She made huge eyes at me.

      Awe, fuck it. “Beck, Rush, and I danced.” Heat flooded my skin at the memory. “It was hot. Like, really fucking hot being pressed between them both.” I swallowed hard. “They made me come right there in the open.”

      I intentionally didn’t mention that Nico stayed. That I’d stared into his eyes while Beck and Rush got me off. If I was worried about any part of what happened, it was that. Because I’d half expected—wanted—him to join us, and that went against everything I’d grown up believing. The Esposito family were the Gentlemen. The Gentlemen killed my brother, and Nico was the literal head of the snake.

      She stood up and squealed in excitement. “I knew those boys would share.”

      “Apparently as far as a casual hookup goes, yeah they’ll share.”

      “Well, that’s the point, right?” She furrowed her eyebrows in confusion.

      “Yup,” I said, taking another sip of coffee to hide my frown. “Obviously. I mean, we won’t be here that much longer, anyway.”

      “Right.” She grinned. “You need to get back on that horse. Or horses, I guess. This is perfect. No mess, no strings. Just get it while you can, Rae. We’ll leave here soon and you’ll never have to see them again. It’s not like we ever came to the North Side before. We literally couldn’t.”

      I nodded, even as my stomach churned. She was totally right, of course. We would go back to living on opposite sides of the tentative gang treaty, and just hope that a war didn’t break out. This was temporary. We were enemies.

      Why did that suddenly feel so wrong?
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        * * *

      

      I put on my big girl panties—figuratively—and made myself go up to Nico’s room for breakfast. I felt like avoiding the guys after what happened yesterday would just make things more awkward. Plus, then they’d probably come looking for me. Or worse, they wouldn’t, and everything would be fucking weird.

      Sophie declined to join me. “I literally cannot deal with all the testosterone and lust in the room hanging out with you guys.”

      “What do you even do all alone?” I asked.

      “I’m not alone. Connor is still here, remember?”

      Oh. Yeah. I was literally the worst fucking friend. Then again, he was a fairly bad friend to me too since we’d been here, so whatever. “So you guys just eat in your room?”

      “No, in his room usually, so we don’t have to listen to you four talk. Otherwise, Connor gets pissed, or sometimes he does sock puppet shows acting out what you’re all saying.”

      I choked. “You’re kidding.”

      “No. You guys have super repetitive conversations. Nico is always pissed. Rush is always trying to make Nico not pissed by talking about work. Someone throws something, it calms down for five minutes, then Beck makes a stupid joke and Nico gets pissed again.”

      I frowned. That wasn’t inaccurate. “What do I do?”

      She shrugged. “Calm it all down, I guess. They don’t throw as much stuff when you’re there. You’d be literally shocked how many things get broken on a daily basis. Or shot. Or tossed over the balcony.”

      “They’re only supposed to fight in the gym,” I said reflexively.

      “They never go to the gym. Please tell them to go. I need to sleep.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I said, even as my stomach rolled. God, hearing her interpretation put it into stark perspective how much time I’d really been spending over there over the last few weeks. Somehow it hadn’t felt like a lot.

      Sophie waved as she headed into her room, and I paused outside Nico’s door, hand outstretched.

      Everything Sophie had said had given me a lot to think about. She was definitely right. I needed to think about this whole thing as more temporary and not get attached. There was also the fact that we had gotten the laptop. I didn’t have to be here anymore. When was I going to go home?

      I needed to march in there and tell the guys I was going to leave. Today. Whatever the fuck was happening with us could not continue. It was doomed anyway. Plus, my dad probably needed me back at Mount Summer by now. It was weird I hadn’t heard from him.

      Resolved, I pushed open Nico’s door and marched inside. I automatically glanced toward the kitchen where Beck usually stood cooking breakfast but stopped when I found it empty. Huh. I whipped my head around and immediately felt my face flush. Nico and his mother sat at the kitchen table, both clutching steaming mugs of coffee. Giovanna looked just as put together as she had during that meeting with my parents in an emerald green dress with a matching blazer. Nico wore a suit, which wasn’t unusual, but did seem a little odd for breakfast with his mother.

      I immediately glanced down at my own rumpled sleep shorts and off the shoulder t-shirt. I had literally rolled out of bed and come up for breakfast, which wasn’t unusual. Suddenly, though, my lack of shoes or a bra seemed less casual and more scandalous. Fuck me.

      “Um, hello,” I said awkwardly.

      “Raegan,” Nico greeted me.

      “Nicolai,” I replied, matching his bored tone.

      His stony expression didn’t change, but I could swear I saw amusement in his eyes. Fucker, he knew I came up for breakfast now. He could have warned me.

      I debated for a moment, trying to decide if I should act like I had planned this or run for the hills. I landed on the former. Striding over to the espresso machine on the counter, I grabbed a cup from the cabinet and went about steaming some milk. “Sorry to interrupt,” I said over my shoulder. “I’ll just be a second.”

      “Not at all,” Nico said smoothly, in a very different tone than he usually used with me. It was that smooth, honeyed voice he’d used in my parents’ dining room. The voice that said, “No wolves here little red, I’m definitely not about to eat you and your whole family.”

      “I’m sorry, Darling, I’ve forgotten your name,” Giovanna said, without looking at me.

      I raised an eyebrow. Nico had literally just said it, but okay. I opened my mouth to reply, but Nico beat me to it. “It’s Raegan,” he snapped.

      “And what is Raegan doing here?” Giovanna purred, somehow making my name sound like an insult.

      My eyes narrowed, meeting hers for half a second, but I stayed silent. I deliberately banged the heavy metal milk carafe against the side of the espresso machine with a loud clang.

      “She’s been helping with the recovery of the laptop,” Nico said shortly.

      Giovanna turned and looked at me. “You’re James and Mary’s younger daughter, correct? The pickpocket?”

      I gritted my teeth. I mean, I did pickpocket, but she made it sound like I was knocking over liquor stores to buy crack. Squaring my shoulders, I nodded, but again didn’t speak. Giovanna had a “anything you say can and will be used against you,” vibe, and I didn’t fuck with that nonsense.

      “Hmmm,” she said. She turned back to Nico, seemingly done with me. “As I was saying, I’d be happy to hold the event.”

      “Good,” Nico said, as though I wasn’t there. “What do you want for it?”

      She smiled. “You wound me.”

      “Spit it out, mother.”

      “The Aspen house.”

      “Fine,” Nico said, without skipping a beat.

      My eyes widened. Who just gave away a house?

      “And the Boeing BBJ.”

      “No.” Again, Nico didn’t miss a beat. He didn’t look at all flustered, just resigned.

      “Yes.” Giovanna smiled her dangerous, all-teeth smile.

      “You can have the Gulfstream or the Challenger. Take both if you want. I don’t like either of them.”

      I gaped. I was pretty sure they were talking about trading private planes like baseball cards. What kind of alternate fucking world was this?

      Giovanna thought about that for a second. “Fine. I’ll take the Challenger. Sell the Gulfstream.”

      “Good,” Nico said. He finally smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

      He glanced up and met my eyes, and I realized I was staring. I quickly looked down at my steamed milk just in time to stop it from overflowing. Who the fuck negotiated with their parents like that? What did Nico want from his mother that he was willing to give her a house and a plane?

      Nico was well above average height, shot things at random, and had a hell of a lot of presence. Still, if I had to pick, I’d say I was more scared of his mom. I had never met Nico’s dad—only heard stories about how much my dad hated the guy—but from just this meeting alone, I wondered if Nico didn’t take more after Giovanna.

      “Raegan, make me one while you’re over there,” Nico said in an oddly calm tone.

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “You’re holding coffee.”

      He frowned down at the cup in his hand, like it had personally offended him. Jesus Christ, he probably didn’t know how to use his own damn espresso machine. I rolled my eyes and grabbed another cup, starting the machine up again.

      Giovanna looked at me again, her eyes lingering on my too-short shorts, but she spoke only to her son. “So, I see you’ve taken on the Mount Summer girl as your latest pet project?”

      Nico made some sort of noise in the back of his throat that might have been an agreement but could also have been a growl of warning. It was hard to tell.

      Giovanna sniffed. “Really, dear. Is this necessary? One would think forty-seven floors worth of whores would be enough to satisfy your needs.”

      My stomach clenched as hot anger and embarrassment flooded me in equal measure. I looked back, unable to help myself, and found them both staring at me with identical black eyes.

      “That’s crass even for you, Mother.” Nico spoke in a tone that would have been more appropriate to commenting on the weather.

      “Please, Nicolai, we both know I could say far worse.” Giovanna laughed lightly, a merry musical sound totally at odds with what she was saying. She looked me dead in the eye, her smile turning vicious. “I have to tell you, Ms. O’Rourke, Nicolai has always had a soft spot for rescuing stray animals.”

      I nearly dropped the milk. “Excuse me?” I was so shocked my brain was short circuiting. I was stuck somewhere in the fight, flight, or freeze cycle and I couldn’t figure out if I was going to grab Nico’s gun and shoot a bitch, or bolt out of the room and cry. What the absolute fuck was happening right now?

      She took a slow sip from her cup of coffee. “My Nico loved to explore. At the summer house, he used to bring home every damaged and disgusting rabbit or squirrel. It didn’t matter how vile…or how close to death. Nico has always loved a project.”

      Almost in slow motion, I took a step toward her, my hand actually shaking. My eyes darted to Nico’s for a second, and he stood quickly.

      “Alright, it’s time for you to leave,” he said. For half a second, I thought he was speaking to me, but then he walked around the table and stood between Giovanna and me. “It was good to see you, mother. I’ll see you for dinner on Saturday.”

      Giovanna rose smoothly, like nothing out of the ordinary was going on. Maybe for her it wasn’t. She kept her smile fixed, watching me as she wafted to the door. “Nice to meet you officially, Ms. O’Rourke,” she called. “I do hope you end up being worth the trouble in the end. God knows none of those rabbits ever earned their keep…except as food for our dogs.”

      I stared, open mouthed, as Nico closed the door on his mother. “You’re letting that overflow,” he said casually.

      “Fuck!” I jumped as hot milk hit my bare foot.

      Nico crossed the room and sat back down in the seat his mother had just vacated. “I’ll take two shots of espresso.”

      “Go fuck yourself. You can steam your own damn milk.” I picked up my own coffee in shaking hands and left the mess on the floor for Nico to deal with.

      He sighed, like I’d seriously inconvenienced him, and reached for his plain coffee. “Ugh.” He frowned as he took a sip.

      “Your mother is a bitch,” I said after a minute.

      “Yes,” he agreed. “She knows.”

      “She thinks I’m trash.”

      “Probably.” He took out his phone and scanned something on it without much interest.

      A pang hit my stomach. Somewhere between hurt and shame, which was idiotic. It didn’t matter what Giovanna Esposito thought of me. It wasn’t like I was dating her son. And I certainly didn’t move anywhere near her social orbit. I had lived twenty-three years never running into her, and soon enough I’d go back to never seeing her again.

      “My mother also spent her whole life married to an abusive asshole while running an interstate prostitution and human trafficking ring,” Nico continued calmly. “I’ve seen her shoot one of my father’s mistresses in the face and wipe the blood spatter with a Hermès scarf. I wouldn’t worry too much about her opinion of you.”

      My mouth fell open slightly. That was almost nice? I mean, it wasn’t exactly an ‘I love you,’ or even friendly by normal people’s standards, but it definitely felt like a tiny vote of confidence. I could live with that. I leaned against the table, still shaking with the adrenaline brought on by rage. “What was that about?”

      “Giovanna hardly likes anyone, and the animal story is true…if embellished,” he said, not looking up from his phone. “Don’t worry, Rabbit, she’s lying about the dogs. All my pets have been very well cared for.”

      “No.” I furrowed my brow, confused. “I meant what were you negotiating about.”

      He glanced up at me sharply. His eyes moved back and forth rapidly, as if he were just thinking through what he’d said. I fought back a smile. Nico didn’t seem like the type who ever spoke without thinking. I was getting all kinds of insight from him this morning—not all of it pleasant, but still.

      His eyebrows pulled down low over his eyes. “The laptop was wiped, meaning that whoever stole it already took the information they needed. I couldn’t use anything on it to determine who might have taken it.”

      I contemplated that. Even if it hadn’t been wiped, that strategy was kind of iffy, anyway. Maybe if the person had downloaded something else, or logged on to a personal IP or something, there might be a way to figure out their identity, but that wasn’t likely. Nico seemed to be grasping at straws, which begged the question. What the hell was on the laptop that was so important? Would he answer me if I asked? I chose not to chance it. Not yet. Not quite.

      “Okay, so what does that have to do with your mother?”

      “We think there’s a mole within the Gentlemen,” Nico said, reaching across the table and snatching my espresso from me. I growled when he downed it in one gulp.

      “I thought you caught that guy the other night.”

      He laughed harshly. “That was one rat. We know that close to a dozen men have turned, we’re just tracking them down. I want to know who’s recruiting them and passing information to The Trilogy. We need my mother to bring all the high-ranking members together in one place so we can weed out who it is.”

      “And you can’t do that yourself?”

      Nico rolled his eyes. “I can, but it will look like a calculated ambush; a declaration of war. However, if my mother does it, it will look like a cocktail party. Just one more in a string of her high society soirees.”

      His tone dripped with disdain, but it made sense. I had to wonder why he was telling me, though. I didn’t get Nico at all. Half the time it seemed like he trusted me, and the other half he was throwing massive tantrums about how I was the enemy and nothing else. Then there was the way he looked at me sometimes, which I was one hundred percent sure wasn’t just hate. I needed to figure out what the fuck I was doing—I had literally come up here to tell the guys I was going home, and now…I didn’t know what the hell I was doing.

      “I need to go home,” I blurted out.

      Nico looked up at me, clearly surprised. He took a few seconds before answering, his dark eyes scanning over me like an X-ray. “I’m disappointed in you, Raegan. I didn’t think you’d let Giovanna scare you like that.”

      I scoffed. “It’s not your mother. We got the laptop, and that’s why I was here, right? I’m done. I’m probably needed back home, anyway.”

      He gave me a condescending look. “Why? So you can steal jewelry for daddy? Or do you do cars as well? Banks? What petty jobs are they wasting you on?”

      “Don’t act like you’re so above it all,” I snapped. “You’re literally a pimp.”

      He laughed—a real laugh, not the condescending chuckle—and I froze. I was starting to simultaneously look forward to and dread these moments when Nico smiled and seemed like a real person. It was fucking with me.

      He stood from the table and took two steps toward me. My instinct was to step back, but I held my ground, refusing to give him the upper hand. He was almost a foot taller than me, so I was forced to tilt my head back the closer he got. I shivered as he invaded my space.

      “How long do you think you’ll last out there? Every time you’ve left the hotel you’ve been shot at,” he said.

      “Because I was with Sophie…or I looked like Sophie from a distance. She’s the target, right? She’s the one you’re protecting. Most people don’t even know I even exist.”

      Nico narrowed his eyes. “We don’t know that for sure.”

      I grimaced. “Even my dad didn’t want to send me here. Just Sophie. They’re only worried about her, so I don’t know why you of all people would want to take it upon yourself to worry about me more than my own family. You were the one saying that we all needed to remember what sides we’re on.”

      Nico’s face hardened. He looked angry, but not that blind rage I’d seen a few times at this point. Still, for the sake of the furniture, I kind of wanted to confiscate his gun. He’d just gotten a new table. I said as much.

      He gave me another of his weird looks, the ones I couldn’t quite read. Still, he pulled the gun out of his belt and handed it to me. “You are the only person I’ve ever met who wouldn’t be terrified to talk to me like that.”

      “Please, you’re not as scary as you think you are.”

      He smiled dangerously. “Rabbit, you have no idea how scary I can be.”

      A thrill traveled up my spine, and I bit my lip. I wasn’t totally sure what we were talking about anymore.

      The door opened and Rush entered, followed closely by Beck. They both stopped short at the sight of us standing inches apart in the kitchen, the gun held between us.

      “I thought you guys were getting along better now?” Beck whined, striding over to the couch. “Or is this a kink thing? Cause that’s cool. Do you.”

      I laughed, but I was the only one. Rush threw Beck a hard look that I couldn’t decipher and cleared his throat. He sat down at the table. “How’s Giovanna?”

      Blinking furiously, Nico stepped back abruptly, and I was left feeling like I was missing something.

      “As expected. She took the Aspen house and the Challenger.” Nico pulled the gun back out of my hand and put it on the table.

      “Fucking typical. When’s the party?” Rush asked.

      “Saturday,” Nico sighed, running a hand through his jet-black hair. “In the meantime, Raegan here thinks she’s leaving.”

      Beck looked up quickly, his face falling comically. “Why?”

      I squirmed uncomfortably. “I did my job here, right? I always had to go back, eventually.”

      Rush stared at me intently and Beck seriously looked like I’d popped his birthday balloon. Fuck. I needed to get out of here, just to avoid this conversation. I couldn’t handle this shit.

      “I thought you were happy here,” Beck said finally.

      “I—” I didn’t know what to say. There were some things I liked. Most of them were in this room…but this wasn’t sustainable. They had to know that. I couldn’t be kept in this hotel like a fucking prisoner, and God knew these guys would get bored with me sooner rather than later, and then what? I’d have basically sold my soul to the enemy for orgasms. Undoubtedly a lot of them, but the aftermath would be way too messy. I just couldn’t.

      “What do you think is going to happen?” I asked seriously. “I can’t stay here forever.”

      The guys looked at each other, some silent communication passing between them I couldn’t follow. It was suddenly like those first days after we’d arrived all over again, where I knew they were keeping something from me and couldn’t figure out what. The question of why my father would want Nico of all people to protect Sophie screamed in my head. Maybe I was talking to the wrong people. The guys obviously weren’t going to tell me. Maybe I needed to talk to my dad. Or someone who worked for my dad.

      “You’re right, Raegan,” Nico said. “You don’t have to stay. I won’t force you to.”

      I narrowed my eyes. Something about that phrasing nagged at me. I stared at him for a moment, before realizing it was the use of the word “won’t” as opposed to “can’t.” Most people would have said, “I can’t make you stay here.” A subtle, but powerful distinction.

      “I sense a ‘but’ coming,” I said.

      Nico’s lip curled. “You’d be going home to resume stealing, correct?”

      “You know that’s what I do.”

      “I suspect that’s not all you’ve been trained to do, but fine. That’s what you’re being used for,” he said, more to himself than to me.

      “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” I growled.

      “Nothing,” Beck jumped in. “He’s being a dick, ignore him.”

      Oh, if only I could. My life would be so much easier if I’d just ignored all of them.

      “There will be at least a hundred high profile people at the party on Saturday. That would be the ideal target for you,” Nico spoke like we hadn’t been interrupted.

      I bit my lip. That would be a good target, but again I could feel a catch coming. I didn’t speak, just waited for the other shoe to drop.

      “I would be willing to give you free rein of the party if you did something for me.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Picked up the cell phones of some specific people, bring them to Rush, and then returned them to the people without their noticing. It shouldn’t be too difficult.”

      I contemplated that for a moment. The actual job wasn’t hard. The problem was that it would mean staying with them for another three days at least. Planning an operation. Digging myself deeper into whatever mess this was.

      “Why do you even care?” I snapped.

      “About the phones? I thought you understood the situation with our men defecting to The Trilogy. Of course, I fucking care.”

      “No.” I ran a hand through my hair. “About me staying. You must have thieves. You probably didn’t even need me here in the first place. This is all out of your way, and I know I’m not the target of the shootings, so what’s the point?”

      Beck and Rush looked at each other again, and I looked down. For them, I assumed the point was slightly different. For Nico, though, who the fuck knew. Yeah, he might kind of flirt with me occasionally, but that was not what this was about. I wasn’t stupid, and neither was he. He had some motive for wanting me here, and I wanted to know what it was.

      Nico raised an eyebrow. “You know what, Rabbit? Fine. Stay for the party, and I’ll answer your stupid fucking question. One question, that’s all you get.”

      I tried not to make eye contact with either Beck or Rush as I answered. I really wanted to keep this about business, and I felt like if I looked at them everything was going to get all confused. I glared at Nico, and my heart beat a violent rhythm against my ribs. “Deal.”
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      Rush insisted that I help with planning the job. Something about the person putting their neck on the line should be the one coming up with the ideas. It was a good thing too, because I would’ve murdered them all if they tried to mansplain my job to me. Well, more than Nico already had.

      I had no clue what I was thinking, but I’d agreed to meet Rush in his room for dinner to strategize. Locked in a smallish space alone with Rush… I groaned. I should’ve strategized how not to jump his bones. Waiting for the last possible second to get ready, I threw on a pair of black gym shorts and another vintage band t-shirt, tying it in a knot at my hip. Not wanting to look like I put a ton of effort into my appearance, I tossed my hair up in a high messy ponytail, and swiped chapstick over my lips. This was strictly a strategizing mission. I wasn’t going to be derailed by the hot as hell literal boy next door. I hopped from foot to foot as the clock ticked five minutes past the hour. Stalling was not a good look for me. I sucked it the hell up, grabbed my phone with all my notes in it, and headed into the hall.

      His room was on my left and luckily didn’t have an adjourning door between us, like Beck and I did. I knocked on his door and stumbled forward when it swung inward instantly. His gaze dropped to my feet, taking in my bare legs, and slowly worked its way up to mine. Intense heat darkened his eyes, and I swallowed hard, remembering every detail of what he and Beck had made me feel on the dance floor. A shiver ran through me, and Rush’s mouth tipped up in a wicked, knowing smile.

      “You’re late, Firecracker.”

      I titled my head and smirked in defiance. “It’s a good thing you aren’t Nico then.”

      He laughed. “Sure, because you’ve ever actually listened to him. I’m pretty sure you show up fifteen minutes late every time he texts you to be somewhere.”

      My grin broadened across my face. “True. Do you think I should extend it for twenty minutes? Doesn’t seem to be getting the point across.”

      “And what’s the point, Firecracker?”

      “That I’m not to be fucking summoned.”

      He choked on a laugh, running a hand through his hair. We were still standing in his doorway. “Have you met Nico? He’s used to giving orders.”

      I scoffed at that. “I think you boys forget exactly who I am. We may work together, but I’m never going to bow down to anyone. Especially not an Esposito.”

      Rush’s eyes mismatched scanned mine, eyebrows pinched together. Did it bother him I wouldn’t bow down, or that I reminded him of who I was and what we were to each other: lifelong enemies with a tentative alliance. Rush took a step closer, and I had to tilt my head all the way back to maintain eye contact.

      “I think I’m figuring out exactly who you are,” he said, no bite to his words.

      A quick pain ran through me, knowing just how wrong he was. They saw me as a girl to be protected, coddled like Sophie, but I’ve been a trained killer for years. Would he still look at me with soft eyes if he knew the truth?

      Rush looked at me one last time. A mischievous grin tipped his lip as he stepped back, opening the door wider for me to enter his room. “Welcome to my home.”

      His room was the same layout as mine, except instead of neutral furnishing, designed in masculine tones and modern lines. A black couch sat in front of one of the biggest TVs I’d ever seen, flanked by two comfy looking club chairs. I had half a mind to curl up in one, but that seemed counterproductive to our work tonight.

      Rush walked to his dining table that was already covered in printed off photos of people I didn’t know, and that’s when I noticed the boxes of Thai food. My stomach rumbled, and he smiled at me.

      “I figured you’d be hungry.”

      “Oh yeah? Why’s that?”

      “You never remember to eat.”

      Okay, sure, that wasn’t a completely wrong assessment, but Sophie was normally the one to notice and rectify that. I eyed Rush. He was entirely too perceptive. Which I guess made sense since he was the de facto head of the Gentlemen, but knowing that didn’t stop the warmth from filling my chest and taking over my face with a blush. He moved toward me, and I quickly grabbed a takeout box and started shoveling food in my mouth. I moaned when the taste hit my tongue, and Rush’s eyes darkened a fraction. An electric magnetism pinged between us and I had to fight against the pull. I wasn’t ready to figure out what the hell was happening with Rush, or with Beck for that matter, and God only knew what was up with Nico.

      I gestured at the printed out images covering the table. “What’s all of this?” I asked, mumbling through a mouth full of delicious spicy noodles.

      “These are the marks. We got a heads up of people we suspect are playing for the other side and need to clone their phones to track their movements.”

      I nodded. “Hoping a sheep will lead you back to the shepherd?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Okay, but there’s got to be at least eight people here. What’s your plan to clone each phone?”

      He smirked at me and placed his hand on my neck, sending sparks down my spine. My resistance broke, and I leaned against his warmth. He hummed and his chest rumbled where he’d pressed into my back, looking over my shoulder at the printouts.

      “That’s where you come in, Firecracker.”

      “Wait…we’re going to lift all of these phones at one party?” He pressed his chest into my back and rested his chin on my head. His proximity made my brain feel like mush, and I had to struggle through the fog to think. “That’s nearly impossible.”

      Rush stepped back, giving me room to breathe, and I turned to face him. His mismatched eyes met mine, and a flash ran through them. “I guess we’re lucky that’s your specialty.”

      “That it fucking is.” I clapped my hands, effectively breaking the tension between us, and started to rattle off ideas. If we were going to pull this off, every second had to be planned out to the smallest detail.
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        * * *

      

      I stared at myself in the mirror of my suite bathroom, one eye half open, trying to get my eyeliner to do that wing thing. I should have let Sophie help. I was usually more of a mascara and go kind of girl, or, if we were going out, smudged charcoal raccoon eyes. In addition to giving the impression I didn’t give a fuck, looking like early 2005 Avril Lavigne at all times was the easiest of all makeup trends. I had no time for nonsense, like liquid eyeliner or cat eyes. Except when we were going to a fancy party, and I couldn’t even hide behind a mask.

      I’d finished my hair an hour ago—a simple low bun with curly bits—and the dress and shoes I’d borrowed from my sister were laid out across my unmade bed. Everything was too preppy for my taste, but whatever. I didn’t need to get dressed for another forty minutes or so.

      A faint knock sounded at the door, and I jumped, smudging my eyeliner. Goddammit. Oh well, I looked more like me like that, anyway. I smudged the other side with my index finger and called it close enough.

      The person on the other side of the door knocked again, this time with more insistence. Jesus Christ, if that was Connor, I was totally not in the mood. I glanced down at my non-outfit of a bra and panties. Fuck. “Just a second!”

      Grabbing an oversized t-shirt off the floor, I tossed it over my head. It came down to mid-thigh. Eh, whatever.

      “Coming!” I yelled. Skidding into the living room, I swung the door open and reeled back in surprise.

      “I feel like we’ve discussed this, Raegan. When I tell you to come, you come. I don’t like waiting.” Nico brushed past me into my room, his eyes lingering for half a second on my lack of pants. He carried a gigantic white paper shopping bag in one hand and a black garment bag in the other.

      “What’s that?” I asked as he laid the bags out on my couch.

      “I assumed you wouldn’t want to wear another one of your identical t-shirts. Unless you plan to have another sparring match with my mother.” He seemed to consider that idea. “By all means go ahead, though. I’d probably enjoy the bloodbath.”

      I furrowed my brow and decided to bypass the casual hatred Nico seemed to have for his mother. “I borrowed something from Sophie. She brought five suitcases worth of clothes.” I opened my mouth again to ask if he bought a dress for Sophie too, then closed it again. Not that Sophie would need a dress, but Nico was technically her date. According to the plan, I was posing as Beck’s date, while Rush would be with the security team. The safest place for Sophie was with Nico, and neither of them had seemed to care when I’d suggested it.

      Now, Nico looked as awkward as I felt, which almost made me laugh. He was so rarely uncomfortable.

      “What’s wrong with you?”

      His eyes narrowed further for a moment before he answered. “Do you think I enjoy having to hunt down and kill traitors in my organization, Raegan?”

      I frowned. I guess that made sense. I was morbidly curious if Nico would kill them himself like the man outside the club or have them sent to whoever took care of interrogations. It would probably depend how much pain he wanted to inflict. Interrogators were always brutal.

      Nico shoved the bags into my arms and I stumbled back with the force of it.

      I sighed. This wasn’t worth the fight. “Wait there. You can help zip me up.”

      He made a noise of protest in the back of his throat, but I ignored him as I retreated into my room and slammed the door. Laying the garment bag on the bed, I unzipped it and gasped. The dress was green silk, so dark it was nearly black. It had a high neck and from what I could tell, no back, reminiscent of my gala gown from several weeks ago. It was probably stupid to think that Nico remembered what I’d worn that night, right?

      My eyes grew wide as I slipped it on. I’d never touched, let alone owned, anything so nice. What the fuck had Nico been thinking? I was bound to get blood on it. That was just how our life worked. Maybe he just didn’t have any concept of what it was like to buy cheap shit. Everything he owned was expensive, blood stains or not.

      Now, I had to know if he got one for Sophie too, because if he was only shopping for me…ooph.

      Holding the silky fabric to my chest, I opened the door with my elbow. Nico wasn’t looking at me. He stood facing the windows, hands in his pockets. He turned at the sound of the door and paused. I turned, showing him my back. “Can you zip it?”

      I could practically feel the intensity of his eyes on every inch of me as he stepped forward and ran delicate fingers up my exposed skin. I shivered involuntarily, arching my neck. His breath caught in his throat and I didn’t breathe either, waiting an impossibly long second for something to happen.

      “Downstairs in thirty minutes,” he snapped, stepping back sharply.

      “Okay,” I replied, but my response was lost in the slam of my suite door.
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        * * *

      

      “Damn, girl,” Sophie squealed. She stood outside my room, flanked by several men in suits I’d never seen before. At least Connor wasn’t among them. Nico must have put his foot down.

      I laughed uncomfortably and did a little turn to show her the back of the dress…or lack thereof. “What do you think?”

      “Shit, that must be expensive. What brand?”

      I followed her down the hall, careful not to trip over my too-tall heels. “No idea. I think the whole point is just so I can hide guns in the skirt.” It was perfect for that: tight over my hips, then flaring just enough that I could hide a thigh holster.

      She glanced down, assessing. “I guess…yeah, I could see that. Where’d you get it?”

      I looked back at the guards for a second before answering. They were a few paces back and didn’t appear to be listening. “Nico.” I rolled my eyes.

      She blanched as we got into the elevator. “Seriously? He’s dressing you now? That’s some romance novel shit, Rae.”

      The back of my neck warmed. “Fuck off. It is not.”

      The guards heard that last exchange, but dutifully stared at the ceiling. I appreciated that.

      She grimaced, fingering the hem of her salmon pink cocktail dress. Faces aside, we couldn’t have looked more different—her in Vineyard Vines, me one step away from Cat Woman. I seriously wondered how we were related.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I’m going to start placing bets on who’s going to win this thing. It’s literally like watching the Triple Crown.”

      “Can you not? It’s not like that.” I felt the heat from my neck creeping into my face.

      “It is totally like that,” she replied. “I just can't decide if it’s going to turn into some bachelorette shit where you have to pick one in the finale, or maybe you can be like a whole reverse harem thing.”

      One of the guards and I made very uncomfortable eye contact in the mirrored wall of the elevator, and I craved death. I coughed but didn’t reply to Sophie. She didn’t appear to notice.

      “I’m thinking I’ll start a pool. People can bet on days or maybe combos? I don’t know, I’ll work on it.” She grinned at the guards. “What do you guys think? You want in?”

      “Kay, you do that,” I huffed as the doors opened and we stepped into the lobby.

      I felt a small amount of satisfaction as three sets of eyes focused on me, alerted by our heels clacking across the marble floor. Jesus, maybe Sophie was starting to get to me.

      “Damn, Little Thief.” Beck bounded up to me, wrapping his arms around my waist like an eager golden retriever. Immediately I was glad I’d chosen to pose as his date for the evening. On top of looking like the star of a Netflix teen drama, Beck was undoubtedly going to be fun. The kind of guy I would have gone to prom with—if I’d been allowed to go, that was.

      I made eye contact with Rush over Beck’s shoulder and his two-toned gaze bore into me, taking in every inch of my appearance and landing on my face. Rush had been working non-stop since our planning session the other day. If I was a paranoid woman, I’d say Nico was keeping him busy on purpose, but there was no reason to do that. In any case, it was probably good to keep a little distance or I’d be tearing his clothes off in public. Granted, Beck wasn’t the person to get that distance with. There was no lesser of two evils. Both these guys were a sin waiting to happen.

      Beck released me and I landed back on my too-tall heels. I glanced over at Nico. He was standing stiffly next to Sophie and the pack of guards, staring at his phone. He hadn’t looked up again since the second we stepped out of the elevator, keeping his head bowed. “Let’s go,” he barked, still not making eye contact with me. Rush glared at Nico’s back as we all traipsed out of the lobby. I filed that away to ask about later. The group dynamic between the three guys was fascinating.

      Beck insisted on walking me down to the parking garage like a real date. I felt Nico’s judgmental eyes on my back the whole way, but couldn’t decide who he was annoyed with, Beck or me. Probably both. I paused at Rush’s armored Range Rover, waiting for the beep of the lock, but Beck pulled me onward. “Not tonight, babe.”

      “You have other cars?” I joked. “I’m shocked.”

      He rolled his eyes. The garage was full of cars. Down the aisle I spotted a Tesla I was pretty sure hadn’t been released yet. Whoever said gangsters weren’t environmentalists.

      “If we roll up in one of the tanks, Giovanna will get offended,” Rush said, grinning at me.

      “Is that what you call them? Tanks?”

      “If you can think of a better name, let me know. They’re basically bomb shelters.”

      “So, what are we driving?” Sophie asked.

      “The fun car.” Rush pointed at an Aston Martin DBX and Sophie raised an eyebrow.

      “That is not the fun car,” Beck pouted, wrapping his arms around my waist. “That’s the car we can all fit in. I’ll show you the fun cars later, babe.”

      “Whatever,” Rush snapped. “Sorry it’s not orange.”

      I had always said the Espositos were flashy. My dress and this car were just proving that point. It sucked somewhat less when you were on this side of it, though.

      We all piled into the car, and one of the guards took the wheel. For once, Rush wasn’t driving, although he was wearing a headset and his gun was on the outside of his jacket rather than hidden. All part of our plan, of course. He was working, not attending the event.

      It took me fifteen minutes—longer than it should have—to realize we were leaving the city. I glanced out the window and watched the lights of the high-rise apartments and office buildings retreating in the distance as we drove along an overpass next to the harbor.

      “Where are we going?” I asked Nico.

      He looked up from his phone for the first time, his expression unreadable. He paused for a moment before answering, blinking slowly at me. “My mother’s house.”

      “I thought she lived in the hotel on Washington Street. The one you don’t like.”

      He looked surprised. “She does, but we have other properties. She negotiated this one away from me years ago, which is only mildly inconvenient.”

      “Why?” Sophie asked.

      Nico’s brow ticked up in annoyance, but it was Rush who answered. “It’s closest to the crematory.”

      “Closest to the what now?” Sophie started to ask, but I cut her off with a look.

      The crematory was also something I would file away to ask Beck or Rush about later. I tried to imagine a time when Nico would just freely share information like that with me, but obviously, that was insane. This was a weird temporary thing, and he was better at remembering that than I was.

      The car pulled down a long driveway already packed with cars. Clearly, we were fashionably late. Or maybe just late. Maybe it was a power move, like the party couldn’t start until Nico arrived and said so.

      Giovanna’s crematory adjacent house was far from the average suburban home. The huge white colonial style McMansion stood on a rocky cliff overlooking the harbor, with a vast lawn perfect for croquet. The house was white with a wide, wrap-around porch, where currently eighty or so people stood talking and drinking in suits and colorful cocktail dresses. Sophie and I glanced at each other. This was some rich people fuckery.

      “Is this normal for you guys?” I hissed to Rush as we stepped out of the car.

      His expression turned dark for a moment. “Normal for Giovanna, yes. For me? No. This whole property was bought with blood money long before Nico took over. I fucking hate it here.”

      I furrowed my brow, unsure what that meant, but I didn’t have a chance to ask. Beck took my arm again as we ascended the walkway toward the house, following close behind Nico. I couldn’t help but notice the way some of the guests suddenly found somewhere else to be when they saw us coming, or tensed like they were about to be shot.

      We stepped up to the front door and Nico entered without pausing to be let in. The interior of the house was large and bright, with vaulted ceilings and a huge crystal chandelier. Two twin stairwells met in the center of the foyer leading up to the upper levels, and below all the furniture was various shades of white and cream. My sick brain immediately wondered how they got all the blood stains out.

      Across the vast living room, Giovanna stood next to a baby grand piano holding a drink in one hand and the end of some terrified looking man’s tie in the other. It was hard to say from this distance if she was flirting or threatening him. Both, probably.

      “Should we say hello?” Sophie asked, quietly.

      No one answered her. Rush immediately disappeared, presumably in the direction of the coat room as we’d planned. Nico grabbed Sophie by the elbow and hauled her away, shooting one indecipherable look back at Beck as he went.

      “Come on, Little Thief,” Beck said happily. “Let’s go dance.”

      “No, I can’t.” I laughed, pushing at his arm. “I have to find the guys on Rush’s list.”

      “Exactly.” Beck winked. “What better way to do that than in plain sight?”

      I sighed loudly but didn’t put up a fight as Beck led me on to the dance floor. Only later, would I realize I shouldn’t have let myself get distracted.
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      I dragged my hand down my face in mingled exhaustion and exasperation. It had been a long-ass night, and it had only been two fucking hours. I glanced at my watch. It was just past eleven. I was going to have to deal with another two hours of this shit, at least.

      I hated this house. I hated some of the hotels too, but at least there I’d taken back a lot of the bad memories I’d grown up with. Forged new ones in the halls. This place was fucking cursed. When Nico gave it to Giovanna, I had a fucking parade. It was the next best thing to burning it to the ground.

      I cracked my knuckles and took a deep breath through my nose, watching the party from the entrance of the coat room. The sharp tang of jealousy filled my mouth as I watched Beck twirl Rae around the room. One hand was on the small of her back, and the other held her hand. He was looking at her with emotions that neither of us had the right to feel. Not knowing what we did. That didn’t stop me from wanting to be in his place.

      Rae was the one who suggested how tonight’s roles should be divided up, and at the time it all made sense. It still made sense. It was a great plan, and yet no one was happy. Well, except for Beck. Fucker was having the best day of his goddamned life. He won a race this morning. Now he got to be Raegan’s date to the party, and later Nico was probably going to need him to take off some asshole’s fingers with a blowtorch. For Beck, that was like hitting the trifecta.

      Meanwhile, I was grinding my teeth so hard I was afraid one would crack, just knowing I had to hide in here like the good little employee. Sophie and Nico were forced to spend hours staring at each other in total silence, which was as poetic as it was tragic. They were fucking miserable.

      I scanned the crowd, searching for Nico, and put my hand to my com, intending to check in. Instead, my gaze caught on Rae again. She seemed to be having a good time with Beck. My stomach constricted uncomfortably, like I might be sick. If she wanted to be with just Beck, would I be okay with bowing out? Fuck. Why was I even thinking about this? This was not the time. We had some other much more important shit to deal with.

      Rae darted toward me, out of the crowd. She must have gotten another phone while they were dancing. Shit, she was so skilled it was almost scary, and here I was totally unfocused.

      “Hey,” she gasped as she skidded to a halt, almost crashing into me. “Fuck, I hate these shoes.”

      I glanced down. I didn’t hate the shoes, but I’d like the whole outfit better on my bedroom floor. Fuck. Focus. “Why’d you wear them?”

      “Nico picked them. Who knew he was such a fashionista,” she joked.

      My eyebrows shot up. No fucking way.

      Nico had pets, not girlfriends. Jesus Christ, if he was adopting Rae now...no. She had the wrong personality for that kind of arrangement. The pets were always submissive brunettes. Rae wasn’t submissive. And anyway, Nico hated her.

      Or, so he said.

      Again, I had no idea why I was even worried about this. I needed to calm the fuck down.

      “What did you get this time?” I asked, reaching my hand out for the phone.

      Her fingers grazed mine when she handed it over. Goosebumps ran up her arm, and it took willpower not to pull her against me on the spot. I focused on the phone instead. It was in an innocuous black case.

      “Belongs to Rob something-or-other,” she said, dancing from foot to foot. “The guy with the fauxhawk.”

      I nodded. Fuck, it was one of those LifeProof ones that was a pain in the ass to take off. “Okay, give me a second to switch the SIM.”

      She hummed and glanced back out at the crowd. I slid a tiny screwdriver in the side of the phone case and popped it open, quickly swapping the original SIM out with one of ours. It wouldn’t seem any different to Rob, but now we’d be able to track everything they were doing.

      I looked up, about to hand the phone back, and paused. Rae was now watching me.

      I stepped closer, lifting my hand to her jaw, and tipped her head back. Her green eyes went wide, and her chest grazed mine with each shallow pant. Fuck, she was beautiful. She sucked in a breath as I lowered my mouth to her ear. “Having fun, Firecracker?” I paused, needing to get my shit under control, before I locked the door and took her against it. I brushed my lips over her sensitive skin and smiled into her neck as a shiver rolled through her.

      She turned her face into mine, the corner of her mouth a heartbeat away. My dick twitched, already hard, and we hadn’t even gotten started yet. I groaned, pulling her toward me, and dropped my forehead against hers. I felt each one of her breaths as they came out faster by the second. I cupped her face in my hand and ran my thumb over her cheek. The need to know if this could go further was outweighing all the reasons it couldn’t happen.

      Quicker than I thought possible, she slipped from my grasp and winked. “Got to go,” she whispered. “They’ll miss this.”

      “What?” I said, and she held up the phone. “Oh, right.”

      She darted away, and I shook my head to clear it, absently lining up my tools and straightening my laptop for something to do. I watched as she paused with Beck, before locating her target and waltzing over to Rob. She brushed past him, making the drop without him realizing she’d done anything. Fucking unbelievable.

      I scanned down the list on my laptop. We had seven of the eight phones already, and it had only been two hours. We were ahead of schedule. Damn, maybe I’d be able to stop hiding in the closet at some point tonight. Get some air.

      The last name on the list was Emilio, one of the oldest members of the crew. He probably wouldn’t have made the list, except for the fact that he was more loyal to Alessandro than Nico and hadn’t been quiet about it. Could just be the grumblings of an old timer, but hard to tell. I watched as Rae approached Emilio, dragging Beck with her as though they were headed for a drink. Emilio saw Beck coming and paled. I smiled a little. Rae probably didn’t realize her partner in crime tonight wasn’t the most subtle guy to be shoving in the faces of potential traitors. We’d probably have to tell her at some point, assuming she’d be around for a while. My chest ached with the pain of the thought of her going back to the South Side. Lost to us forever.

      Rae paused to speak to Emilio’s wife, probably complimenting her dress or something from the way she was gesturing. Then she and Beck brushed past them. I squinted, looking for the moment she took the phone. Nothing. How the hell did she do that? In moments, she was dashing back toward me.

      “Make this one quick,” she panted. “That guy isn’t that drunk, he’ll probably notice if his phone is missing.”

      I nodded sharply. “What are you going to do?”

      “I saw him smoking on the porch for a while. I think I’ll leave it out there to be safe. He’ll think he just took it out and left it on a table.”

      I nodded, smart. Maybe there was something to all that paranoid shit Nico had been spewing lately about her special training. If I asked, would she tell me? Probably not. I kept forgetting she wasn’t one of us.

      “This is the last one,” I said, my voice a little thick. “Drop it off and we’re all done.”

      “Perfect.” She smiled, but there was a hint of apprehension in her tone. “Save a dance for me?”

      I blinked at her, my mind immediately going to that first time we danced, when everything fell into place. She’d immediately burned through my walls, and I’d been caught in her trap. Finding out she was the enemy had more than stung. There was an immediate void of what could’ve been, and every time I got close to her there was an ever-present need to fill it. I scanned her face, her eyes glanced around everywhere but on me. She was antsy, weight shifting from foot to foot, waiting for my answer. I wanted nothing more than to wash her uncertainty away, at least for one night. “Consider it saved.”

      Her eyes met mine, and she smiled wide. “Be right back.”

      She ran away, and I turned to pack up my laptop and tool kit, shoving it into my bag. Footsteps made me look up, tensing as someone loomed over me in the dim coat room.

      Beck raised his hands. “Chill, man, it’s me.”

      “Don’t do that, I have three loaded guns on me.”

      He laughed. “Yeah, okay. Whip’ em out. Let’s see who’s faster.”

      “Fucker.” I stood, swinging the bag over my shoulder. “You didn’t go outside with Rae?”

      “No. She said she’d be right back, and she’s starting to notice that I’m not exactly good at blending in.”

      “Fair.” I glanced at my watch. “How much longer do you think we need to stay?” I was down for one dance, and that was it. We needed to get everyone back to the hotel before something went wrong. The plan had gone too well so far. I didn’t trust it…but dancing with her was worth the risk.

      “Have you seen Nico?” Beck grinned wickedly

      “No, I’ve been in here. Why?” I looked up sharply. The way he said that meant nothing good.

      Beck sniggered. “He looks like he’s going to shoot himself in the face. Half an hour ago, I saw him go and talk to Giovanna. On purpose. Next time we do this one of us will have to take a turn guarding Sophie.”

      “For fuck’s sake.” I ran a hand through my hair. “So, you’re saying we’re leaving right now then?”

      “Yup.” He popped the P exactly like Rae did.

      I frowned. Beck was even sounding like her now. I pushed down my disappointment at losing my chance to dance with her. “Come on, let’s go round up the troops.”

      Nico and Sophie weren’t hard to find. Sure enough, Nico was staring into space while Sophie chatted with a guard behind him. He really did look like he was about to lose his shit. Beck waved to Nico, and he came to life, barking something at the guards and directing Sophie toward the door with military-like efficiency. Jesus Christ, how hard was it to hold a conversation with a regular girl for an hour?

      “Where’s Rae?” I asked Beck, glancing around.

      “Outside probably, she knew we were going to leave.”

      I furrowed my brow. Did she know that? She said we were going to dance. Wouldn’t she have come back inside? A weird feeling settled in my stomach. Probably paranoia, brought on by years of missions going wrong. Maybe there was a hint of protectiveness in there too, which I probably didn’t need to examine too closely right now.

      I strode out the front door. The porch had emptied somewhat, with only ten or so people still lingering on the far side, smoking cigars. The lawn stood eerily quiet and dark, half the cars in the driveway already gone. I took a few steps down the stairs, head swiveling side to side. Maybe she was waiting by the car? Nothing. My heartbeat sped up, beating angrily against my ribs. What the fuck. Where was she? Something was off. She would have come back inside.

      “Beck!” I barked, my voice sounding foreign. “Where’d Rae go?”

      “Outside,” he answered promptly from the doorway.

      “Where outside?” I growled.

      Nico had now come up behind Beck and was pushing past him onto the porch. “What the fuck is going on?”

      I realized my gun was in my hand. Who knows when that happened? How long had it been since she said she was taking the phone to the porch? Five minutes? Fifteen? Fuck. “I don’t know where she is.”

      Nico started screaming something at his security, and everyone started moving behind me. Sophie’s shrill voice spoke over Nico, and Beck wisely removed her from the porch before she got caught in the line of fire. My head buzzed as I tuned it all out.

      I wouldn’t lose her. She’d stepped into our lives and provided a balance that Nico and Beck hadn’t noticed yet. I was quickly realizing she’d become more important than I had let anyone be. There was no fucking way I was letting anything happen to her.

      I moved, as though on autopilot, down the porch steps and into the dark yard. Following the pathway from the house to the driveway, I kept my gun ready in my hand. There were far fewer cars now. Someone could easily come up the driveway and park, or even go over the lawn and right up to the house. My heart pounded in my chest, stealing each breath from me as I scanned the lawn for tire marks.

      A creak rang through the quiet of the yard, like rusted hinges opening. My head snapped up, my gun instinctively coming up as well. One hundred yards ahead at the end of the driveway, a dark figure was pushing something—a person sized something—into the back of a white van. A cold, hard stone of dread formed in my stomach as he jumped into the back and slammed the door behind them.

      I started running.
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      Do they have to be so loud? I groaned and tried to open my eyes. The room spun like a strawberry ride at the fair, and I barely held back my gag before shutting them again. My head was so foggy, all I could see were flashes from the night before. I was at the party, weaving in and out of guests, lifting more than a few cell phones, and easily slipping them back into our unknowing marks’ pockets.

      So why did I feel like I was hit by a bus?

      I rested my head on the wall beside me and tried to take an inventory of my body while leaving my eyes firmly closed. There was a metallic tang in my mouth, and my head hurt. No, hurt wasn’t a strong enough word for it. It felt like someone hopped up the little drummer boy on sugar and Red Bull and let him have free rein of my temples.

      My thoughts were slow, like they were pushing through mud before surfacing. An annoying alarm bell rang in the back of my mind, but I couldn’t hear it over the constant thrumming of my headache. If I kept my eyes closed and stayed perfectly still, maybe it would stop. The hard surface I sat on made my ass go numb, and I shifted to get more comfortable. It was like an ice-cold bucket dumped over my head. No amount of brain fog would hide the fact my wrists were tied.

      I pried my eyes open, fighting back the nausea, and my stomach instantly dropped out. Rope wrapped around my arms, pinning them together in front of me, and I sat in the back corner of a cleared-out work van with all the seats removed. It was bare, except for a few paint cans tucked in the opposite corner and empty metal hooks lined the wall. It was the type of van that should’ve had a “free candy” sign in the window and parents warned their kids to never get in. I groaned as the realization dawned: I'd been fucking kidnapped.

      Shit. Shit fucking shit.

      I had to get out of here, which meant I had to get up before whatever psychopath took me came back. My body shook as adrenaline pumped through my veins and pure flight instinct set in. I grabbed an empty hook and used it to haul myself up. I was still in my green silk dress, but a rip ran up the side, and my shoes were missing.

      The van wasn’t moving, but I had no way of knowing how long I’d been out. Where the hell were we? I stepped forward just as the back door yanked open, and I dodged back to get out of the way of being hit. A thin, oily looking guy climbed into the back, spotted me standing and shook his head. He tsked, jutting out a leg, and kicked my feet from under me. I dropped like a rock, already off balance, and I slammed into the floor. Fuck. That hurt.

      He crouched in front of me. “Nice, you’re awake. I worried we went a bit too far, knocking you out,” he said, slimy eyes leering all over me. Fucking gross.

      I didn’t hesitate to kick out my feet, but barely grazed him before he jumped out of reach.

      “A feisty one. You’re lucky the boss said you were off limits, but that doesn’t mean I can’t have a taste. You won’t tell him, will you?” He licked his lips.

      The realization of just how fucked I was set in and my stomach rolled, acid coating the back of my throat. For the first time, I felt like a helpless princess who desperately needed saving Right. The. Fuck. Now. Where the hell were the guys? Those fuckers had been hounding me nonstop, but now that I was kidnapped, they were MIA?

      I took a breath. They were right where they were supposed to be: protecting Sophie. Relief that she was safe mixed with fear that no one was coming for me. The guys had been next level concerned after the motocross shooting, but I wasn’t the priority and never would be. An ache formed in my chest. My dad never made me being the expendable sister a secret, but a small, deep part of me started to feel like Beck, Rush, and maybe even Nico felt differently.

      The van started moving, throwing me off balance, and I groaned when I slammed back into the cold metal floor. Dread set in. I’d missed my chance. Okay, okay, this was okay. I wasn’t totally fucked. I could still get out. The landing would just be a bit rougher.

      My asshole captor smirked at me and knocked on the window separating the back of the van from the driver. I took full advantage of his distraction and frantically looked around for anything to help get me the hell out of here. I smirked. There was a crowbar tucked into the corner that looked the perfect size for smashing into his ugly ass face. I glanced back at the asshole, but the driver still distracted him.

      I wasn’t helpless. I had survived in gang territory my entire life. I only had to get past this one asshole. I could handle that. I could get myself out of here. I reached my tied hands for the bar, but I couldn’t get close enough without crawling across the floor. I barely made it back to my original position before the asshole turned and glared at me.

      “Don’t make me knock you out again,” he said, and went back to his chat.

      I unfurled my leg from beneath me and reached with my toes. My heart pounded in my chest so fast I swore I risked a heart attack with every aching second it took to reach it. I slowly rolled the crowbar toward me, and relief filled my veins as my fingers grasped it. My bound hands made it hard to hide it, but I tucked them to the side, out of sight, hoping like hell he wouldn’t notice my awkward position.

      I took a deep breath, filling my lungs, slowing down my heartbeat like I’d been trained. I had to get him close if I stood any chance of using the bar. The only way to do that was to piss him off. That just so happened to be a specialty of mine.

      “You like taking advantage of helpless women? I bet it’s the only way your ugly ass can get laid.” I smirked at him, laying the snark in my voice thick.

      That did it. He snarled at me, crouching down, but he was still out of range. My fingers tightened on the bar. This was a fucking rash decision, but since when was I rational? I spit directly on his face and watched it turn so red it was nearly purple.

      He lunged for me, and I swung with every ounce of rage I’d been building. The motherfucker caught my wrist and hissed in my face. “You’re going to pay for that.”

      His fist tightened until my bones felt like shifting, sending pain radiating through my arm. Motherfucker, he was going to snap it. I struggled to pull away, but his fingers dug in harder, bruising my skin. I cried out, but just before I was sure it would break, three loud gunshots went off.

      The van swerved abruptly to the right, and I just managed to grab onto a hook attached to the wall before being flung into the air. My captor wasn’t as lucky, and he flew into the opposite wall with a loud groan. I wasn’t able to bask in the immense satisfaction that gave me, too busy avoiding being pummeled to death by paint cans. One crashed against the wall beside me, narrowly avoiding my side by an inch. Another collided with my stomach. Inky red paint splattered over me, making it look like I was covered in blood. Thank God it wasn’t a full can, but it still hurt like a bitch.

      The asshole bounced around the van, smashing into the wall beside me. I landed a solid kick to his shin, but the van swerved again, sending him to the other side before I could get another shot in. We came to an abrupt stop, and I lost my grip on the hook. Pain radiated up my side when I slammed back onto the floor. I laid there, trying to catch my breath. I had badly hurt the guy beside me from the weird angle of his leg, but his eyes were open and he gripped the bar in both hands.

      The back doors swung open and Rush stood there. I wanted to warn him, but I could hardly breathe, let alone speak. His sharp eyes assessed the space before snapping to the guy beside me. A chill ran down my spine at the rage on his face. He was always the calm one. The peacekeeper. Now, he looked completely unhinged. He moved close to the asshole and didn’t flinch when the bar collided with his side.

      “You’re a lucky bastard. I'm more worried about my girl than taking my time with you.” Quicker than I could see, he pulled out a blade and sliced deep through the guy’s throat. It wasn’t like they showed in the movies. The blood didn’t trickle down his neck. It sprayed across Rush’s face.

      He turned to me, my captor’s blood dripping from him. He should’ve been scary as fuck, but all I felt was safe. The tight grip I held myself together with finally let go, and all I could do was lay there panting. Rush’s eyebrows pinched as they scanned my face and caught over the side that was no doubt bruised to shit. He growled when his eyes landed on my tied hands and he dropped to his knees in front of me.

      “Fuck. If he wasn’t already dead, I would kill him again.” His fingers lightly traced the side of my face before he sliced through the ropes with the knife still covered in my captor’s blood. “I thought we fucking lost you.” His voice wavered on the words.

      I bit back a whimper when he hauled me to his chest. He’d let me go if he knew the pain it caused, but his warmth was the only thing keeping me from freaking the fuck out.

      He slipped his arm under my legs and lifted me with ease. I laid limp in his arms. Everything hurt too much to move. Instead, I tucked my face into his chest, his fresh outdoorsy scent soothing me. He walked us out of the back of the van. The sky was dark, but headlights surrounded us, lighting up the area. Fear penetrated my calm, and I tensed, anticipating the worst.

      Rush whispered into my hair, “You’re safe, Firecracker.” He kissed the top of my head and pointed into the darkness.

      Nico and Beck walked up to us, both sets of eyes boring into me. They wouldn’t be so focused on me if we were in danger. My eyes slowly adjusted to the contrast between the night and bright lights until I could make out our surroundings. We were on what looked to be an old highway. Cars surrounded the van; their lights still on, engines humming. Bodies hung out of the windows, dripping blood onto the pavement, or draped over the seats, their weapons limp in dead hands. While Rush was in the van, these two were on a killing spree. A wicked smile formed on my lips as I took in the blood, splattering their clothes. They didn’t just shoot them. They must have gotten up close and personal.

      Beck got to me first. Rush kissed my head once more and passed me over to him. I’d have to examine the change in Rush’s demeanor another time. I was so exhausted; my brain was like soup. Beck’s arms tightened around me and this time I couldn’t hold back the whimper. His eyes widened when he noticed my torso was coated in something slick, and he held me away, looking for a wound.

      I pushed my way back into his chest. “It’s just paint. I’m fine.”

      Nico’s voice was low and rough as his gaze traced my face. “You are not fucking fine.”

      Beck took extra care not to jostle me too much as he got in the back seat of the Rover without letting me go. Unlike normal, Nico got behind the wheel and Rush slid into the seat beside us. As if they couldn’t help but touch me, Rush’s hand circled my ankle, and he rubbed soothing circles over my skin. Beck rested his chin on my head, his fingers twirling in my paint-stained hair while I listened to the steady beats of his heart. The rhythm and the soft vibration when he talked lulled me into the sleep my body craved.
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      I woke gasping for air. Fear drenched me as I tried to take a breath. Nico’s dark eyes flashed to mine in the barely there light from the window. Strong arms wrapped around me from behind, and I felt a soft kiss on the top of my head. The smell of sandalwood surrounded me. Beck.

      A kiss was placed on my forehead. “You’re safe, Firecracker. Go back to sleep.”

      Safe. My heart slowed, and my breathing calmed, sleep pulling me back under, surrounded by their warmth.
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        * * *

      

      The side of my face throbbed to the beat of my pulse. How the hell was it possible to hurt so much? I groaned, my eyes barely lifting when I rolled over. Fear spiked through my chest, sending my heart hammering. Had I been drugged? I bolted to a seating position, scrambling up in the bed close to the headboard. My entire body shook with the panic induced adrenaline flooding through my veins. This couldn’t be happening again.

      “Easy, Rabbit. You’re safe.”

      My head snapped toward the voice, so quiet it was almost unfamiliar.

      Nico’s usually perfectly styled hair stuck up at the front, like he’d run his fingers through it. His near-black eyes were framed with dark circles, and the shadow across his jawline said he hadn’t shaved in a day or two. He should have looked like shit, but maybe I was still drugged because honestly, I was into it.

      Relief flooded me, my heart rate coming down a level, but tension pulled my muscles tight. I took a deep breath and was immediately surrounded by the comforting scent of gunpowder and expensive shampoo. I filled my lungs with it as I scanned the room. It wasn’t mine, but still familiar. Tall floor to ceiling windows covered one wall, black silk bedding lay all around me, and all the furniture was made of sleek, modern lines. My eyes snapped back to Nico’s piercing gaze. I was in his room.

      Nico’s eyes darted over me, pausing on the side of my face and the bandages on my arm. I vaguely remembered a doctor last night, frantically checking me over while three men growled at him not to wake me. How the hell they thought he could pull that off was beyond me.

      I peered down at my arms, covered in splotchy purple bruises and small cuts. The bruise on my arm was almost black…and shaped disturbingly like a handprint. My stomach dropped as memories of that greasy man trying to break my arm bombarded my mind. My lungs squeezed and my breath came in shallow pants. I couldn’t get a full breath in, as my vision blurred around the edges. I needed to breathe. I couldn’t let myself pass out. No, no, no, this couldn’t be happening. The panic attack took over as fear gripped me, sending me over the edge.

      Nico’s sharp voice cut through the panic. “Breathe, Raegan.”

      My eyes shot to his, he’d crawled on the bed until he held me in his arms. Face mere inches from mine. “I need you to breathe, Rabbit. Take a deep breath with me.” He took a slow breath, just like he did when I panicked in the warehouse. I tried to match it, but my heart pounded too hard and I couldn’t slow it down. I was being assaulted by hundreds of images of being tied in that van. The overwhelming feeling of helplessness sucking the breath from me.

      His hand cupped the bruised side of my face, his words hard, sliced with sharp edges. “Rabbit, listen to me. You and me are going to hunt every last one of them and make them regret they were ever fucking born.” He made a dark sound in the back of his throat and his dark eyes bore into mine with that promise.

      A shiver ran through me, and my breath finally calmed. I should’ve been freaked out by the murder written across his face, but I fucking wasn’t. I wanted them to pay. I wanted them to feel the fear that tortured me, and relief filled me knowing not only was I going to get to hunt down the bastards, but Nico, Rush, and Beck were going to help.

      I blinked up at Nico with clear eyes, breath steady, suddenly very aware he hadn’t let go of my face. My breath caught again, but this time not from panic.

      The door banged open and Nico leapt off the bed like he’d been burned. We both turned to see a frantic blonde rush into the room.

      “You were supposed to tell me the second she woke up,” Sophie shrieked, apparently too panicked to even process what she’d walked in on. “The barbarians wouldn’t let me in here in case I woke her up, but I could hear you through my wall.”

      I glanced at Nico, wondering if he knew what a mess I would’ve been had he not been here. My skin flushed as his dark gaze shifted over me one last time before striding toward the door.

      Sophie laughed before he walked out the door.  “Nico, you really think you can pretend to be casual? As if, you didn’t spend the last twenty hours hovering over her like a fucking gargoyle.”

      Nico replied, but my brain was caught on the twenty hours I’d been out. “Has it really been twenty hours?”

      Sophie cracked open a bottle of water before handing it to me. “Yes, the doctor gave you something to sleep when it became clear you couldn’t settle.”

      I nodded, but my thoughts drifted back to the dark dreams that had filled my night, unsure if that was better than insomnia. Sophie took the water from me, replacing it with an extra-large coffee, and I groaned when I took the first sip.

      Beck and Rush looked in the room, each searching over me. Sophie’s voice was stern. Pure gang princess. “Get out. She needs sister time.” I smiled at their dejected faces, but they didn’t argue with her, taking one last look at me before escaping through the door.

      I tensed and sipped my coffee, preparing myself for the bombardment of questions I was sure she’d ask. Sophie scanned my face, her expression soft, then put on a giant smile.

      “We are so overdue for a sister day,” she said, grabbing the TV remote from the nightstand and flipping on a mindless Hallmark movie. Her hand gripped mine, the only sign of her worry. She knew I needed something light and fluffy this morning.

      “So, are we going to talk about how insane those guys got at the mere idea you might be hurt?” she said, taking a sip of her own coffee. “Or are we just going to pretend that’s not happening?”

      I groaned. “The latter.”

      “You’re no fun.” Her voice was light, easily letting it go. Which was good, since I had no idea what was happening.
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        * * *

      

      Tuesday’s entertainment was Nico pacing around the kitchen. Beck, Rush and I watched him from the comfort of the couch as he finished his fifth lap around the island. He'd been on edge ever since the kidnapping, like one wrong word would set him off. Fortunately, that was sort of my thing.

      “And he’s off! Rounding the island for another lap now.” I grabbed the TV remote and used it as a microphone as I pretended to be an announcer at a horse race. “Taking a swift lead around the table toward the bar cart. Crossing the bar cart and coming up the back stretch around the kitchen island. Here he comes up the left side of the island, glaring at me across the living room. Glaring at me, and stomping over with incredible speed.”

      Beck and Rush laughed as Nico grabbed the remote from my hand and tossed it unceremoniously out the open balcony slider.

      “We need to all go to the gym,” Rush muttered as we heard the remote bounce off several balconies below.

      “Oh please, that rule about fighting is ridiculous. I’ve never seen you guys go to the gym,” I whispered, as Nico started pacing again.

      “We know,” Beck said. “Worth a try though.”

      I knew the other two had some idea what was going on. I’d witnessed my share of whispered conversations, but whatever they talked about, I wasn’t allowed to know.

      We were laid out on the couch. Beck pulled me tighter into his side, and I happily snuggled deeper, surrounding myself with the smell of sandalwood. I craved it more and more these days and took any opportunity to get closer—not that it was hard. Ever since the kidnapping days prior, both Beck and Rush had made it their mission to always have at least one of them near me. Often both, which was fine with me.

      Beck’s fingers twirled the ends of my red hair, while Rush drew small circles over my ankle with his thumb. I wondered if he even noticed he’d been doing it. He’d been hovering around me ever since he’d pulled me from that van.

      Nico, on the other hand, was making an obvious effort not to touch me. It was like since his overprotective malfunction right after I woke up, he was overcompensating by being more of an asshole than usual. One moment he was all Gentlemen, a total psychotic rage machine, and the next moment he was talking me through panic attacks and making promises I had no idea if he had any intention of keeping. His mood swings could give a person whiplash.

      As if on cue, Nico’s gaze turned sinister. “We’ve got a lead on the person who took her.”

      A cold, dead expression took over Beck. To anyone else he’d be terrifying in this state, but a sick, hidden part of me started to like it. More and more often it happened whenever my kidnapping was mentioned. I might’ve been a bit sick in the head to get hot over the overprotective, possessive caveman he became in moments like this, but hey, it was hot. I ran my fingers over Beck’s jaw, drawing his attention back to me. The hard look in his eyes had me wiggling into his chest, and his playful side instantly came back.

      He ran his thumb over my lip. “If you keep pressing into me like that, Little Thief, tonight’s going to go an entirely different way.”

      Rush laughed. “Like fuck asshole, it’s my turn to be on guard duty.”

      Even though I knew they were mostly joking, unease pinched my chest whenever they bickered. I didn’t want to be a part of messing up their dynamic. The longer I knew them, the more I understood that they were closer than brothers. They’d grown a bond through something more than just friendship. They survived something together.

      Rush’s eyes skimmed over my face, reading everything written there. “Stop worrying about it. He and I will sort it out.”

      I wasn’t exactly sure how to respond to him. There’d been a solid line neither Beck nor Rush had crossed since our little scene on the dance floor. Not that the scene hadn’t run through my head each night. If something didn’t happen soon, I would burn from within.

      “Fucking pay attention.” Nico drew our gaze back to him, eyes gleaming. “Rick has the guy pinned down and ready for questioning.”

      Beck’s laugh turned dangerous, and he slipped out from under me. “I’ll get my stuff.”

      I pulled my legs from Rush, getting up. “I’ll be ready in five.”

      Both Nico and Beck turned to me. Beck shook his head, apprehension in his eyes. “You can’t come.”

      “What do you mean I can’t come?” My throat was full of acid as I hissed at them. I swung my gaze to Nico. “You promised.”

      Nico made another one of his unreadable expressions. I thought this one might be “guilt.” but it was honestly impossible to say. “For once, this isn’t my call.”

      I furrowed my brow in confusion. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Beck swallowed hard. “You understand what we’re doing, right? We’re interrogating him.”

      “Yeah. I want to see him pay.” I tried to move toward the door again, but Rush held me back.

      “Mount Summer has an interrogator, right?” Rush asked. “I can’t remember his name, but we’ve run across him before.”

      “Liam,” I supplied for them. “You don’t have to put on your kitten mittens, I know what you’re about to do. I can handle it.”

      “You said you hadn’t seen an interrogation before,” Beck argued.

      “I lied,” I said quickly, glancing over at Nico. I hoped he wouldn’t press me on why I had seen so much of the inner workings of Mount Summer. It was worth the risk though if I got to go with them. They were going to have their interrogator torture and eventually kill the guy who’d kidnapped me, and frankly, I was all fucking for that.

      Beck walked up to me and cupped the side of my face. “Yeah, but I can’t handle it. I’m not ready for you to see me like that. I’m not ready for how you’ll look at me after.” He placed his forehead against mine.

      I blinked at him for a full two seconds before I grasped what he was telling me. Beck was the interrogator? That was surprising, but only because I couldn’t believe they’d managed to hide it from me. Suddenly, things made more sense. Like the way the other Gentlemen had given Beck a wide berth at the party, or how Nico had told him to do his job and asked him for zip ties that night at the club.

      “I wouldn’t look at you differently,” I stated firmly.

      Beck’s body stiffened. “Yeah, you would, and I’m not sure I could take it right now.” His voice sounded pained, and a fist tightened on my heart. I knew I wouldn’t see him differently, but I’d have to prove that to him.

      “Okay, but just so you know you’re wrong.”

      He smiled a millimeter from my lips, eyes shining brighter. “I hope so, babe.”

      Nico slung his shoulder gun holster over his crisp white dress shirt and my mouth watered. For how much of an ass he was, he never failed to look like the most delicious taste of forbidden fruit.

      He gave Rush a hard look. “Don’t let her out of your sight.”

      Rush scoffed. “That won’t be a problem.”

      Nico and Beck left, leaving me alone with Rush.

      I tipped my head to look at him. “Don’t you have important ‘running a gang’ things to do?”

      The corner of his mouth lifted. “Probably.”

      “Don’t you get sick of babysitting duty? Maybe Beck should take a turn.”

      Rush’s gaze darkened, giving me a measured look. “Don’t worry, Firecracker, we take turns.”

      My mind immediately jumped back to when he said they shared everything during the stakeout. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. We share all the fun jobs too.”

      My cheeks burned at his words, and images of them all sharing me filled my mind. I swallowed hard, and heat raised up my neck. Maybe I was overreacting.

      Rush tipped his head toward me, and a cocky grin pulled at the corner of his mouth. “You okay, Firecracker? You look a little flushed.”

      Fuck. So not helping. Jesus Christ, forget overreacting. I had to get out of here and right into an ice-cold shower. Any direct smile from Rush sent shivers down my spine, but this damn near turned me into a puddle.

      “I’m going to take a shower,” I announced.

      “Okay.” He gave me an odd look. “I’ll come over in a bit? We can watch TV or something.”

      “Sure.” I looked straight ahead, ignoring the two-hundred plus pounds of muscle to my right.

      “I’ll knock first.”

      “Mmmhmm.”

      I dashed out of Nico’s suite and into the elevator. The moment the doors opened. I power-walked down the hall to my room, escaping without so much as a backward glance.

      I needed a fucking drink. I grabbed a glass from over the sink and filled it to the brim with ice. Grabbing something random from the pre-stocked hotel fridge, my hand shook as I filled the glass to the brim. I finished it in three large sips, pulled my shirt over my head, and lifted my sweat soaked hair off the back of my neck.

      You’re going to come for us, Firecracker, and know just how much we own you.

      Groaning, I tipped my head back to look at the ceiling and let out all my breath. Images of Rush’s lips on my neck while Beck devoured my mouth, flooded my mind, and soaked my panties. Fuck it, I had to take care of this.

      I didn’t bother to turn on any lights as heat burned my skin, driving me faster to my room. I needed to work this out of my system and since asking for their help in this matter was out of the question, I’d do it myself. I was nothing if not self-sufficient.

      I plopped down on my bed and laid out over the creamy white comforter. My skin itched with every brush of the fabric. A million nerve endings screamed for release. I flipped my phone over and turned on a playlist, and it automatically synced to Bluetooth. Electric house music filled the air, blocking out any noise. I closed my eyes and let my hand travel down my side, fingertips skimming the edge of my sleep shorts. My clit throbbed at the memory of Beck’s hands gripping my hips as he ground himself against me. The taste of salt filled my mouth as I remembered licking up his neck.

      I slid my hand under my panties to find relief. Goosebumps rose all over my body, and I rubbed faster. “Oh, God.”

      My skin got hotter. In my mind, Rush bit at my lips. Beck pressed Rush’s hand harder against me, and Nico stared at me, insisting that I come.

      When I tell you to come, you come. I don’t like waiting.

      I whimpered and arched off the bed, sinking two fingers into my core.

      A loud groan made my eyes fly open.

      My gaze connected with two-tone eyes as Rush stood in the doorway, shirtless, in a pair of low-hanging sweatpants that showed off every inch of his tattooed skin. His eyes were wide in an expression that could only be shock.

      What the fuck happened to knocking?

      I didn’t bother to ask. Mortification coated my skin and my mouth went dry, unable to form words. Jumping up from the bed, I tugged my shorts back into place. Dragging the covers with me, I raced to the bathroom. I was going to lock myself in there for all eternity.

      Rush recovered quickly. Strong arms wrapped around my stomach, halting my progress to the bathroom.

      “Let me go,” I whined, my face flaming with embarrassment.

      His body stiffened behind me before molding to mine. His breath running over my ear sent new goosebumps over my skin. The hand on my stomach lowered until his fingers barely touched my waist band. “Do you need to be taken care of, Firecracker?” He practically purred it into my neck.

      My eyes widened, and I stopped struggling against him. I let out an involuntary whimper in response.

      He tugged the bed covers out of my grip, letting them fall to the floor. “I want to hear you say it. I want to hear you say you want me to touch you.”

      A haze of need filled me, and I pushed myself into him. Grinding against his length. Oh my God, this could not be real. I nodded. “Hmmm.”

      He ran one thumb over my already hard nipple through my shirt. “Use your words, sweetheart.”

      Heat pooled over me, and I was absolutely soaked. I considered holding the words back, but I wasn’t a masochist. “Please.”

      “Please what?”

      Fuck. “Please touch me.”

      Rush’s chest rumbled against my back and he dragged his hand down my stomach and slipped his fingers beneath my sleep shorts. He slid two fingers over my soaked panties. “You are so fucking wet.”

      My entire body shook with the gentle touch, craving more. I rocked against his hand. “Fuck. Please, Rush.”

      He chuckled in my ear and moved my panties to the side. I gasped, closing my eyes and leaned my head back against his shoulder as he stroked slow circles over my clit, making my knees tremble.

      “What were you thinking about while you touched yourself, Firecracker?” His voice was like syrup, dripping with hunger as he kissed the side of my neck.

      Any embarrassment had been replaced by burning desire. He had to touch me. Fuck me. I needed this now.

      “This,” I panted, turning into a writhing mess against him.

      He growled in my ear, tearing my shorts off in one swift motion. Two fingers plunged into my core and my entire body tensed. His rhythm picked up speed, and his palm pressed against me, rubbing my clit. Rush bit down hard on my neck and I cried out, my orgasm rattling through me.

      He gave me no time to recover. Flipping us around, he backed me into the huge floor-to-ceiling windows along the far wall. Lights were on in the apartment across from us, and a shiver ran through me at the thought they might watch.  He threaded one hand through my hair, slamming his lips to mine in a bruising kiss. I returned it with equal intensity, sucking on his bottom lip and dragging my nails down his perfectly sculpted chest. He growled in approval and pulled my t-shirt over my head, tossing it on the floor. He trailed kisses down my collar bone to my breasts and sucked on each, taking care to graze the sensitive skin with his teeth. Goosebumps covered my skin and he nuzzled his nose against me, breathing me in. 

      “Fucking perfect, Firecracker.”

      Pushing me back against the glass, he dropped to his knees in front of me, wrapping his hands around my calves, and spread my legs wide. We both groaned as he settled his face between my thighs. He pressed a kiss to my clit, then dragged his tongue up and down in slow, torturous laps, nibbling and biting until I was writhing against him. My legs trembled and my knees gave out. He grabbed the back of my thighs, lifting me until I straddled his shoulders. Holy fucking shit. I moaned, my back arching off the glass. 

      “You’re fucking mine.” 

      I gasped as he inserted two fingers into my core, fucking me with his hand as he pressed his tongue flat on my clit, holding me right on the edge. He slid his fingers out, and I whimpered, desperate for the pressure. He bit the inside of my leg and I clamped my mouth shut. His fingers worked my wetness from my core back up my crack and my entire body tightened, realizing what he was doing.

      He nuzzled in my thighs. “Relax, Firecracker. I’ve got you.”

      I let my body loosen, and his hand continued to drive me crazy until I pushed against him every time his fingers slid across the tight bud of my ass.

      I moaned, and my head dropped back to the window when his mouth covered my clit and his fingers sank back into my core, moving faster until I bucked into him. His fingers stopped before thrusting back into me, and I clenched my teeth hard to stop from snarling at him. 

      He chuckled before sucking on my clit and pushing a finger into my ass as he filled my core with the others. I screamed, clawing at his hair. The unfamiliar sensation pushed me right over the edge, until I was an incoherent mess, shuddering through my orgasm above him.

      Rush placed wet, open-mouthed kisses along my thighs before dropping them to the ground. He kept a firm arm pressing me into the window that kept me from collapsing onto the floor. He ran his nose up my neck, gently nipping the lobe. 

      “Please tell me you have condoms in here,” he murmured against my skin.

      My eyes widened. I didn’t. I hadn’t exactly planned for any of this. Still, weeks of pent-up tension had accumulated to this moment, and nothing could stop it from happening. “I’m on the pill.”

      “Thank God.” He sucked my hardened nipple into his mouth, biting down lightly.

      I moaned, eyes rolling back, and gripped the waistband of his sweatpants, shoving them down. Holy shit.

      Heat went straight to my core, and my mouth watered at the sight of his enormous cock. His heated gaze bore into me as he grabbed the backs of my thighs, lifting me up against the cold glass. His hard length pressed against my entrance, teasing me.

      “Stop teasing and fuck me.” I bit his ear to make my point.

      Rush moaned at my words, and his mouth dropped to my neck, kissing me hard as he pushed into my core. I cried out, shocked at the fullness, the sheer size of him. His lips found mine and swallowed my moans as he rocked into me again, slamming my back into the glass.

      Dual groans filled the air. I wrapped my legs around him and pushed him further into me, meeting him thrust for thrust. My pussy throbbed and clenched around him, his cock slamming deeper than I knew was possible. I rocked my hips harder, moans escaping my lips. My nails dug into his shoulders, almost drawing blood, but that seemed to spur him on more. His movements took on an uncontrolled pace, like I had driven him over the edge and he couldn’t hold back.

      “Jesus Christ, you feel amazing,” he panted. “So fucking tight.”

      Rush dug his fingers into my ass hard enough to bruise and I writhed against him, loving the combined feeling of pleasure and pain. 

      He took my mouth in a brutal kiss and tension built in my core with every deep thrust. “Oh fuck, Rush,” I whimpered into his neck. “Don’t stop.”

      He growled something back but I couldn’t hear it over the rushing in my ears. My legs began to quake uncontrollably and thank God he was holding me up or I would have melted onto the floor. “Fuck, Rush, I’m close. Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”

      “I’ve got you, Firecracker.”

      I shattered, my pussy tightening around him as I screamed his name. Spots appeared on the edges of my vision and I became limp as Rush groaned his own release. He let his face fall into my neck, breath panting against my skin as we both gathered ourselves. He kissed my sensitive skin and let me slide to the floor in a sweaty, satisfied, heap.

      “Jesus Christ,” I said dazedly. 

      He stared at me, an almost worried expression on his perfect face. I would have given any amount of money in the world to know what he was thinking. 

      “What happened to us being enemies?” I asked. “Is this another truce?”

      He pulled back, dropping his forehead to mine, and took a strained breath. When his eyes met mine, there was a seriousness I hadn’t seen before. “Fuck the truce… and fuck being enemies.”

      He rubbed his hand over his face, raking it through his hair, then lifted me gently and carried me over to the bed. I scooted over so he could lay down next to me and he banded an arm around my waist. 

      “You disappeared, and I lost my goddamn mind,” he said into my hair.

      My breath hitched and my mouth wobbled, saying the words I’d been refusing to let rise to the surface. “What if you didn’t find me?”

      He lifted on his side, half over me, and his fingers gripped my jaw, eyes pierced mine. “Not finding you was never an option. I would burn down the entire city to get you back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I rolled over to skim Rush’s chest, but all I hit was cold sheets. What the actual fuck? A trickle of doubt sank into my chest, quickly covered by the heat of anger. It’s not like I was delusional about what was going on between us. Hell, I would move back to the Mount Summer gang soon enough, but when I went to sleep with someone, I expected them to be there in the morning.

      I sat up, running my palms over my eyes, the blanket pooling around my hips. For a second my skin flushed red, embarrassment tinging the tips of my ears. Screw that. I ripped the blankets off, standing from the bed and stretching long. I lifted on my toes, arms in the air, and bowed my back, feeling a glorious full body stretch.

      Confidence returned. I strutted to my bathroom, turned on the shower, and steam billowed filled the room. I watched myself in the mirror as I grazed my fingers over the hickeys covering my neck and my lips tipped up in a sinister smile. Nico wouldn’t like this recent development. He didn’t like that I kept distracting his boys. I couldn’t wait to rub it in his face.

      I may have woken up alone this morning, but there was no shame in my game. I knew what I was getting into. My body tingled as heat flooded between my legs. I thoroughly enjoyed myself.

      The mirror fogged until I could no longer see my reflection. I stepped into the huge shower, surrounded by marble tile and fancy jets. It had taken me a decent fifteen minutes to figure out these controls the first time I used it. I tipped my head back under one of the large rainfall nozzles, letting out a soft moan as the warm water covered me. The hot water seeped into my bones, replacing the chill from the past week’s events. I gently washed myself, taking extra care of my sensitive bruises. The room was fragrant with the smell of vanilla honey soap the hotel provided. A girl could get used to the luxury hotel life. My stomach rumbled. I was always freaking hungry.

      I twisted my hair up into a towel, wrapping my body in a second one off the warming rack, and groaned, as its warmth replaced the chill of the air. I would have to have one installed in my room back home. The reminder of my temporary stay here didn’t sit well with me, but after reminding myself that I woke up alone this morning, the feeling disappeared.

      I dried my hair, applied my usual makeup, and dressed in a tactical outfit. Black pants, blank tank, armed to the teeth with both my knives and guns holstered on my hips. Not sure if I was reminding them or myself who the fuck I was, but either way I looked like the total badass they trained me to be.

      I grabbed my stuff, including my phone from the nightstand, and it was lit up with messages.

      Jimmy: Get your ass back to the compound now.

      Jimmy: If you don’t get your sister here within the next hour, there will be hell to pay.

      That message had my ass moving to the door, but I paused, reading the last one. Sure it would be a lengthy description of exactly what that punishment would entail.

      Rush: I had to handle something. I’ll be back later.

      Nine words. Couldn’t even make it an even ten.

      Anger bubbled up in my chest, but I pushed it down. Whatever, it was a good night, and this was an excellent reminder why it won’t happen again. I smirked. I would thoroughly enjoy it when he figured that out, because there was no doubt he thought it was happening again.

      I grabbed a quick coffee on my way out my door, closing it slowly, not wanting to catch either Beck or Rush’s attention. Not that I thought they were here, but I certainly wasn’t going to risk it. I pressed the elevator button for the third time, impatient to get the hell out of here and back to the Mount Summer residence before any of these guys saw me. Did they have the right to stop me? No. Would they be a giant pain if they knew Sophie and I were leaving? Unquestionably.

      I took the elevator up to Sophie’s room, sending her a text to open the door. She was already dressed, clearly having received similar messages from our loving father. Hate for the man that raised me hardened my chest, positive Sophie hadn’t received the same the same threats of torture.

      “Let’s go.” I kept my voice low, and she got the hint that we were sneaking the hell out of here instead of dealing with the BS that would come our way if they caught us. I wondered what dear old dad would think about how I was behaving around them. Probably pissed I hadn’t knifed one of them to remind them of who I was.

      Soph and I took the elevator down to Connor’s floor. She hit the floor button because I had no idea where his room was, having never visited him. I had felt guilty before, but that ship had long sailed as soon as he started acting like a complete ass. She kept glancing over at me, eyes lingering on my neck.

      “What?” I deadpanned, knowing exactly what she was looking for.

      “Nothing.” Her singsong voice filled the elevator. “Just wondering which one won the bet.”

      I glared at her. “There better not have been an actual bet, Sophie.”

      She smirked at me, shrugging her shoulders.

      Not sure if she found people stupid enough to participate in this bet, or if she was just trying to get a rise out of me, I let it go. If I found out the bet was real, I was likely to strangle her. Dad would undoubtedly lose his shit, and it would end up costing me a finger or two.

      We walked out of the elevator on Connor’s floor. Sophie had an extra spring to her step. I’m sure she loved the idea we were going home. She would be praised and doted on, like the princess she was. Meanwhile, I was preparing myself for my inevitable interrogation.

      Everything around us was nice, but cheaper than our floors. The carpet lining the floor was faded in spots, and the lights were standard instead of crystal. Apparently only certain floors received the royal treatment here. Which I guess made sense, since the rest of this place was a high-end brothel.

      I banged on Connor’s door, already feeling irritated. It was going to be a long ass day, and like hell, I was going to show up late. My dad followed through on his threats. So you goddamn believe that we would be there within the hour. Connor opened the door, properly armed for our excursion. Although I now know how pointless that was. He’d been useless at the cafe, but it was better for Sophie and me that my dad didn’t know of his incompetence. A broad smile covered his face, eyes glinting. He was always my favorite guard. My heart squeezed a little, but quickly froze. His smile turned into a sneer when he spotted the marks on my neck.

      He could fuck the fuck right off.

      “Problem?” My voice was sharp, and his eyes snapped to mine.

      His expression quickly turned neutral, a smile forming on his lips. “No, just happy to finally go home.”

      That I could believe. Connor, for all he’d annoyed me these past weeks, was stuck in his room. A trickle of guilt tightened my neck. I squelched it, reminding myself that was his job.

      Sophie cut through the tension, voice bright. “Let’s go. Mom said she had a surprise for me.”

      I grumbled under my breath. I’m sure she fucking did. The only surprise I would get would be a surprise beating. I smiled at her, equally guilty of hiding the nasty truth of things. A part of me would always want to ensure at least one of us wasn’t totally fucked up.

      Sophie talked Connor’s ear off the entire way to the parking garage. I was happy her relationship with him wasn’t damaged because of our stay at the hotel. I made a conscious decision to be nicer to him while we were out today. He hated Nico, Beck, and Rush. Rightfully so. I was the one whose priorities were off.

      Connor hit the key fob and a pearl Escalade beeped a row over. It was an expensive vehicle, but flashy expensive. Small Louis Vuitton clutch expensive. Trying to be something it wasn’t in a world of Ferrari and Aston Martin.

      We climbed in and I immediately noted the lack of armor and bulletproof glass. I’d grown used to the safety of the ‘tank’ I’d been driving in. I’d definitely miss that when I moved back home. Although at the rate we were being attacked, who knew when that would be. On the other hand, I had been kidnapped, not a good endorsement on how safe they were keeping Sophie and I. Actually, scratch that. No one cared so long as it was me and not her.

      We pulled out of the hotel and hit the highway back to the South Side. Connor peeked at me in the rearview mirror. “You excited to go back home?”

      I smiled, giving him the only right answer. “Yup.” I popped the P, keeping my voice as light as possible.

      Sophie spoke up effectively, saving me from the awkward conversation. The closer we got to home, the higher she bounced in her seat. “I can’t freaking wait. I have a bunch more stuff to pack that I’d missed the first time.”

      Both Connor and I groaned at the same time, and I flashed him a genuine smile. Laughing at Sophie’s clothing enthusiasm was always a favorite pastime of ours. We pulled up the street to our parents’ house and my stomach rolled with dread. Connor’s eyes turned soft, lips tipped in a sympathetic smile. Sophie may have been oblivious to how I was treated here, but he’d witnessed it more than once. The situation brought back memories of all the times Connor was there for me after my ‘punishments.’ I hadn’t been fair to him these past few weeks.

      I smiled brightly his way, and he matched mine. I would attempt to correct that. Losing a lifelong friend over three guys who were sure to change back into enemies was not a good plan. I couldn’t do anything about that now. I donned the mask of my father’s daughter—trained killer and thief of all things. In this world, the only thing scarier than me was my dad, and he liked to make sure everyone knew it.
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      Connor rounded the corner to my parents’ house, and I let a wall snap into place. No trace of the girl I’d let myself be over the past few weeks. A wicked grin formed on my face as the power of my position settled over me. If only Nico, Beck, and Rush could see me now. There hadn’t been a ton of opportunities to show off my abilities. Sure, I’d shot at some shooters and nearly sliced through Beck’s throat the first time we met, but they saw nothing of what my life was like at home.

      The tires crunched as we pulled up in front of a giant opulent home that lacked character, authenticity, and class. A McMansion, at its truest definition, a poor reflection of the Esposito wealth. The only thing separating it from the other McMansions around us was that it sat on multiple acres of land. My dad liked to keep a tight rein on his men.

      That being said, what we fell behind in wealth, we more than made up in firepower. Connor ran quickly, opened Sophie’s door, and she gave the surrounding men a wide smile. She was always a friend, never their leader. Which made absolutely no sense, because she was next in line to inherit the gang.

      One of my father's men I didn’t recognize opened my door and looked down as I stepped out. My close guards had known me since I was a child, they were still relaxed with me, but the vast majority of our men showed me the full respect my position as Jimmy’s daughter required. Not that I’ve ever given them a reason to do that, but that was the reputation my father carefully curated over the last several years.

      I walked past him without saying a word. The five guards posted in front of the house kept their gaze perfectly ahead, not engaging me in the slightest. Sophie skipped up beside me, a wide grin on her face as they opened the doors for us. Their eyes turned to her. Some even had small smiles.

      I tucked away the loneliness my role required, and prepared myself, knowing the second I walked through the doors, in the privacy of our family, I would revert to the black sheep. Only good as a thief for Mount Summer.

      My parents’ house had wall to wall marble flooring, gaudy chandeliers, and they adorned the walls in knock off prints of the real art it was trying to be. I stiffened as my mother walked up to us. She wore a navy blue pantsuit now, her red hair in an elegant quaff. Maybe she had been inspired by our meeting with Giovanna. She seemed to be going for more of a high-class gangster wife vibe. It was only kind of working.

      Mom ignored me completely. Eyes crinkling in the corners the second she saw Sophie. Sophie ran into her arms, squeezing our mother tight.

      “I missed you. I’ve been fighting with your father this entire time to get you home,” Mom said, speaking into Sophie’s hair. She never glanced at me, clearly showing I hadn’t been brought up in those conversations. Not that she would’ve needed to. My dad would’ve been happy to have me home.

      Sophie smiled up at her. “Missed you too. It feels great to be home.”

      “Mom,” I greeted her stiffly. “I like your lipstick.”

      My mother finally acknowledged me. “Raegan. I like your scarf.”

      I stared at her in confusion. I wasn’t wearing a scarf. Then I remembered I had several hickeys covering my throat and shoulder. Touché, Mother.

      “Your father is in a meeting,” she said.

      “What?” I snapped. “Then why make us come home right away?”

      She shrugged, unconcerned. “He’ll get to you when he gets to you. Maybe if you weren’t so busy with your new friends you would have been on time.”

      My eye twitched. “Well, what am I supposed to do while I wait?”

      “Brian and Patrick are in the barracks. You’ve fallen behind on your training.” Her tone was distant, none of the warmth she’d shown Sophie.

      “I’ll get right on that,” I deadpanned.

      She turned and smiled brightly, grabbing Soph’s hand. “Come on, I have a surprise for you.” Sophie followed her, giving me a sympathetic smile. She’d never looked too much into our separation of roles. She followed whatever my dad told her, never questioning the disparagement between us.

      I walked out the back door, keeping my back rigid and my face blank. The surrounding guards scrambled into position. There was a small card table on the back porch. A chair teetered and fell over with a loud bang at the speed the guy had stood up. His face went bright red, embarrassment seeping into his gaze. I couldn’t have cared less that they were out here having a good time, but that wasn’t the proper response for my position.

      “Clean it up,” I said, keeping my voice cold. The men didn’t hesitate, righting the chair and getting into their assigned position.

      Patrick walked up to me, one of the few not afraid. His hands tucked into his pockets. “Already keeping them in line, I see.” His smile was genuine and my shoulders relaxed.

      “If only it were that easy.” I closed the distance between us, and we walked together to the secondary house in the back. Where he and a few of the other high-ranking men lived.

      He scoffed. “Are you kidding me, those boys respect the hell out of you.”

      “Only because, some asshole convinced them I was some kind of super assassin,” I said, and pretended to glare at him.

      He raised both hands in the air in front of him, laughing. “Hey, that was one time, and I cleared it up after.”

      We entered the back house, significantly less extravagant than the other. Simple wood floors, light grey painted walls. Utilitarian at best. Not that the men who lived here cared about that. Brian was already set up at the large kitchen table. A laptop in front of him, as well as piles of paperwork. He treated me with respect but none of the fear of the other men.

      “What do you have for me?” Brian asked the second I sat at the table to his right.

      My brows pinched together. “Nothing, I haven’t been on a job since the gala.”

      His eyes went round. “You’re telling me you’ve been at the Esposito’s for weeks and haven’t picked up intel?” His eyes turned sympathetic. “Prepare yourself. Jimmy isn’t going to be happy about that.”

      My back stiffened. Of course, he wouldn’t. Of course, I was supposed to gather information. Fuck. My chest caved at the thought of my father’s reaction. Would I get away with this or would there be hell to pay?

      Patrick walked up to us, cutting off my train of thought. “Come on, let’s see if you’ve grown soft in your time away.”

      I laughed. “I might not actually kill people for fun, Patrick, but I definitely still know how.”

      The back of the house had been converted into a gym, complete with outdoor firing range and fighting ring. I smiled at Patrick walking up to the ring. Sounded like I needed to teach him a lesson on exactly why people should be afraid of me.

      Two men spared in the ring as we walked up. One saw us, pausing, and took a right hook to the face. I worked to school my face, hiding my wince at the noise.

      “What the hell, man?” The guy that punched him said in frustration, but the other guy still stared at me.

      “Sorry, we’ll get out of here immediately.” Punching guy turned to us, eyes rounding, and quickly scrambled out of the ring.

      Patrick smirked at me. “That’s certainly handy.”

      I rolled my eyes at him and climbed under the rope, not bothering to disarm myself. They trained me enough that there wasn’t any actual risk of Patrick being harmed. Plus, we train how we fight in the actual world, and my knives were an essential part of my tactical attire.

      Patrick climbed in, double my size, but half my skill. He was going to regret this later. I stood in a relaxed, ready position, ready to spring forward. His arms were longer, giving him an advantage at further range, but I was an expert at getting in close.

      He swung in, not bothering to hold back his punch, and I dodged to the side, laughing. “That's the best you’ve got?”

      Patrick looked around and noticed the men gathering to watch our fight. Gentlemen mixing with our own. His eyes narrowed on me, watching me cautiously before making his move. I ducked under his arm, slamming my shoulder into his sternum, and held my knife directly to his throat.

      I was deadly with my knives. Images of nearly cutting through Beck's neck filled my mind. For once happy, I was too slow. My cheeks heated at what had happened directly after I nearly killed him. The kiss burned into my brain.

      Not paying attention, I barely moved in time to avoid Patrick’s punch. He smiled at me. “What’s got you distracted?”

      “None of your business, Patrick.” I smiled sweetly at him, right before landing a punch under his jaw, sending him stumbling backward. It was the perfect spot for me to land a bunch, it automatically made the opponent see stars.

      I grabbed some water. One man had brought me and gave Patrick time to collect himself. “Sometimes I forget how fast you are.”

      I smiled sweetly at him. “I wouldn’t suggest that. Underestimating me might get you killed one day.”

      He laughed. “Oh, I’m fully aware.”

      We continued to spar for the next hour. Patrick landed a punch to my already bruised cheek, which I returned with a few shallow cuts on his arms. Our audience grew with each round. I couldn’t let any weakness show, and after this display every man in our company will remember exactly who I was.

      Once we were both thoroughly soaked with sweat, Patrick took mercy on me and surrendered, knowing I couldn’t in front of the men. Full respect required no weakness at any time, and as a woman I had to prove that double. I downed the rest of my water, wiping the sweat off my face with a towel, and hopped down from the ring.

      “Don’t you guys have jobs to do?” I said to the men, and they immediately found things to do that weren’t in my vicinity. My shoulders relaxed, and I took heaping breaths. No longer having to hide, just how exhausted that work out made me. I’d definitely lost endurance over the past few weeks, and would have to prioritize going to the gym from now on.

      There was a small kitchenette in the gym and I grabbed Patrick and me another bottle of water and two ice packs; one for his chin and the other for the side of my face.

      “You clipped me where my bruise had just begun to heal. It’s going to turn black and blue by the end of the day. I need to get the hell out of here before that happens,” I said, wrapping my icepack in a cloth and placing it against my tender face.

      Patrick gave me an incredulous look. “Pretty sure I’m walking out of here with way more damage than you are.”

      True, I grinned, no doubt that I’d reminded the men of who I was and gave the Gentlemen something to report back to their leadership. My smile broadened, picturing Nico’s face when he heard just how much damage his little thief could dole out. Then again, he might take that as a challenge. He’d already looked at me with distrust.

      Brian walked into the room and placed a train of turkey subs on the table. My stomach grumbled, and I shoved a bite in my mouth.

      “Eat up. We’ve got the shooting range next. Can’t have you falling out of practice,” he said, a wicked smirk on his face.

      My shoulders were going to burn after today. I wonder if the hotel had an actual massage therapist or if they all specialized in happy endings.
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon, I stomped down the hall to my dad’s office, curious eyes following me as I went. Jimmy had finally deigned to summon me after he finally finished talking to Sophie. He was the only person in this place—in the world, maybe—who talked to me like I was some misbehaving child. Well, maybe he and Nico, but Nico was a special case.

      I was unsurprised to find my mother sitting in a chair next to the desk when we entered the office. I shot her a venomous look, which she pretended not to see.

      “You’re recovered?” Dad asked gruffly as he sat down behind his immense mahogany desk.

      “Awe, you care?” I said sardonically.

      He rolled his eyes. “Connor called and said you’d gotten yourself kidnapped. How the hell you managed that is beyond me, but you seem fine.”

      I ground my teeth, biting back resentment. Yeah, I’d totally gotten myself kidnapped. What was I wearing?

      “I called and told you we’d been shot at. Sophie was targeted twice by active shooters and then I was taken, probably because someone thought I was her,” I said as evenly as possible.

      “What the fuck is Esposito thinking letting her leave the hotel?” My dad said to the room at large.

      My eye twitched slightly. Of course, this was only about Sophie. Not that I wanted her to get hurt, obviously. I was happy to shoot anyone in the head to protect her, but would it kill my parents to give a fuck about me every once in a while? Probably. It would probably literally kill them.

      “What I don’t understand is why we’re at the hotel at all,” I said. “No one has ever explained this whole thing. There are Gentlemen in the training room and Patrick and Brian are all chill about it, it’s bizarre.”

      “You don’t seem to be having a hard time adjusting,” my mother snapped, eying my neck again.

      I rolled my eyes and ignored her comment. “I can’t be useful if I don’t know what’s happening.”

      My dad tapped tattooed fingers against the desk. “What information have you gathered?”

      “Was I supposed to be? This is exactly what I mean.”

      His smile turned mean. “I shouldn’t have to spell shit out for you. You’ve spent weeks on the North End, you should be able to tell me something useful.”

      “So there is no alliance?”

      Dad slammed his hand down on the desk. “Since when did you think it was your fucking place to ask questions? Do you think we’re just blindly merging with them? There are bigger things at play here.”

      I looked at my mother in confusion. This whole thing was batshit. Maybe my dad was wrong. I did need someone to spell it out for me. In fairness, after years of a firm divide between the North and South sides, this sudden co-mingling with no explanation was a lot to process.

      Then there was a small, traitorous part of me that didn’t totally hate it. I needed the reminder of who I was and what side I was on. I needed a new goal.

      “Your job is to go back there with a fucking smile on your face and get as much information on what kind of operation they’re running as possible,” Dad barked.

      I blinked. Sometimes his ability to practically hear what I was thinking was almost spooky. “Nico will probably have realized we’re gone by now. Or, if not yet, he will soon.”

      “So?” my dad snapped.

      “So, you don’t get him. You can’t just send us back, he needs to think it’s his idea.”

      Dad narrowed his eyes at me. “Fine. How do you want to do that?”

      “Wait? I’d give it twenty minutes.”

      My parents glanced at each other in confusion, but I leaned back in my chair, closing my eyes. My phone vibrated in my back pocket and I pulled it out, frowning down at the screen.

      “What?” my dad barked.

      “What’s that expression? Speak of the devil and he shall appear?” I held up my phone to show my father that Nico was calling. “That was much faster than I expected.”

      Dad’s lip curled. “Well, are you going to take that?”

      “He hates to be kept waiting, Dad.” I smiled sweetly and put the phone on silent. “We’ll wait for him to call again.”

      Dad barked a laugh as, sure enough, Nico called a second time. “You’re walking a thin line, girl.”

      I smiled mildly, letting the call go to voicemail again. “Nico needs to be reminded now and then that he isn’t God. It’s good for him.”

      My mother eyed my bruised neck down her nose. “God or the devil, Raegan? Make up your mind.”

      I bit back a snarky reply as my dad’s heavily corded desk phone started ringing. He glanced at it, grinning. I hadn’t seen him look so amused in years.

      “Should I get that?” I asked, standing. Dad gestured for me to go ahead, and I leaned forward, grabbing the receiver. “Hello?”

      “Raegan.” Nico used that smooth voice I knew spelled danger.

      “Good Morning, Grumpy. What can I do for you?”

      “Where the fuck are you?”

      I frowned. “You know where I am, you’re calling a landline.”

      Nico growled in exasperation, then rattled off something about the swapped SIM cards and the wiped laptop at a speed that implied he was on the verge of some sort of manic episode. I held the receiver slightly away from my ear, staring into the eyes of my parents.

      “I don’t know what you expect me to do about that,” I said lightly.

      In the split second before he answered, a battle raged. Please don’t ask me to come back. Please do.

      “Come back. Now.”

      I sighed, both in relief and resignation. “We’ve been over this, Nicolai. You know you can’t summon me.”

      He paused. “Actually, Rabbit, I’ve found that I can. Your resistance is really more in your head than anything else. You always come eventually. We’ll see you for dinner in the penthouse. I have plans to go over.”

      He hung up, and I stared at the phone in shocked outrage.

      “Well?” my dad said.

      “All set,” I snapped. “We’ll head back tonight after dinner and you can expect regular reports on the Gentlemen starting tomorrow.”
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      I lay on my leather couch, eyes closed, listening to the blessed sound of fucking silence. No screaming, no music, no asinine chatter coming from Sophie’s room. The only positive thing about them not being back yet was the quiet from next door.

      I needed to come up with a new plan.

      The last month had been bullshit. There was a reason I never improvised, and the proof was now on her way back to the hotel, anticipating a good reason I needed her to be here.

      “They’re back,” Rush announced as he flung the door open. “Bro, what the fuck?”

      I cracked an eye open, already aware of what he was reacting to. The broken shards of my glass coffee table lay across the floor, several bullet casings lodged in the rug. “I already called the cleaners.”

      Rush looked down at the former table and sighed. “Regular cleaners or body cleaners?”

      I frowned at him, annoyed. “Regular. Fuck, does it look like I killed anyone?”

      “Dunno.” He poked his head into my bedroom like I was hiding a body in there, and my frown deepened. “You need a fucking therapist, dude.”

      “No, I need to kill The Hatter, put my mother in a home, and spend an entire week shit-faced fucking a revolving door of porn stars.”

      Rush raised his eyebrows, but didn’t comment as he stepped carefully over the ruined coffee table to sit in the armchair across from the couch. Admittedly, that idea held less appeal than it should have.

      “You said they’re back?” I asked.

      “Yeah. Beck just texted, they’re unloading now. Sophie brought more shit.”

      I glanced at my watch. It was 9:30PM. I’d definitely said I wanted Raegan here for dinner, but fine. I hadn’t really expected her to show up. That I wanted to spend any time with her at all alarmed me more than anything else. That was a desire best buried alive.

      Anyone else and I’d have shot them weeks ago. Raegan made it her life’s mission to be disrespectful and yet, I couldn’t find the energy to do anything about it. I didn’t even care anymore. Jesus Christ, maybe Rush was right. I did need therapy.

      “I want to bring her with us tonight,” I said absently.

      “Sophie?” Rush said, alarmed.

      I glanced up, confused. “What? Fuck no, Raegan.”

      “Why?”

      I couldn’t fucking fathom why he looked so confused. I closed my eyes and stood, stepping over the broken glass and striding toward the kitchen “Because I told her I needed her to come back right away and I promised her she could help hunt down the fuckers who kidnapped her. Anyway, I’m telling you we should keep a closer eye on what she’s capable of.”

      That sounded good. I’d had a whole three hours to think up the logic behind demanding Raegan come back to the hotel. I didn’t really need her here, but I’d called and made it sound like she had to come back right away and now if I didn’t come up with a reason for that call then... then, nothing.

      Nothing would happen. No one would say anything to me about it. Even if anyone fucking noticed, they wouldn’t dare call me on it. No one would know I’d asked Raegan to come here for no reason except me and her, but that was still unbearable.

      Rush looked contemplative for a second. “You know, those assholes who took her thought she was Sophie because of her red hair.”

      “We don’t know that.” I ran a hand over the back of my neck. “There could have been any number of reasons.”

      He scoffed. “Come on, man, I made the same mistake at the masquerade gala. So did you when you first went over there.”

      “Only because you fucking told me she was Sophie an hour before I got there.”

      “Fuck off. You know you would have thought the same. You didn’t know there were two of them.”

      “And don’t you think that’s fucking suspicious?” I hissed. “That just goes back to what I was saying. Why would Jimmy hide he had a third kid?”

      “You’re getting as paranoid as your dad.” Rush shook his head. “Anyway, it’s obvious what your real problem is so if you’re not going to own up to it, at least buy some cheaper furniture.”

      He had no fucking idea what he was talking about. I had no problems. I was doing fucking outstanding. One hundred percent A1 every fucking day of the year.

      “What do you want me to do? This whole situation is a shitshow,” I grumbled.

      “I want you to tell Rae what’s going on. You said you would.”

      I glowered at him. “Yeah, cause you cared so much about telling her before you were fucking her. I notice it’s just Raegan you’re interested in letting in on the secret, not both of them.”

      Rush didn’t deny he was fucking her, which was the confirmation I’d been fishing for. I pinched the bridge of my nose. He was really on my last goddamn nerve. I told Raegan I’d give her answers, but she hadn’t called me on it yet and I sure as hell wasn’t going to remind her. I doubted she forgot. She was probably holding out until the right moment to spring a question on me and really fuck me over.

      I crossed to the bar cart and poured myself a drink, just to have something to do with my hands. Rush looked like he wanted to keep arguing, but wisely kept his mouth shut. It was a rare day when Rush pissed me off as much as Beck. Both of them were basically my only family, but unlike Beck, who never seemed aware of how fucking lucky he was to still be breathing, Rush was more conscious of when he was close to a broken nose. Lately, though, he didn’t seem to give a fuck anymore. I could guess who’s influence that was.

      “Sorry we’re late. Or, to be honest, I’m really not.”

      I glanced up sharply. My suite door opened, and Beck and Raegan walked in. He had one hand in the back pocket of her jean shorts and was wearing sunglasses despite the fact that it was past 9:00PM and we were inside. Fucker.

      Raegan glanced at the broken table and then up at me, her expression unreadable. I could never fucking figure out what she was thinking. I hadn’t stayed alive this long by being bad at reading people. It was just her.

      She picked up a huge shard of glass with delicate fingers and brandished it at me like a sword. “One of these days you guys are going to have to bring me to this mythical gym you claim to have. I don’t believe it.”

      I blinked at her. What? Why? I shook my head to clear it. “Put that down, we’re already behind schedule.”

      “Oh? I didn’t realize we had anywhere to be, my liege.” She made a mock bow.

      “You would if you’d been here for dinner to discuss it.” I sipped my drink.

      She smiled. “Maybe if you want me to be somewhere, you should try asking nicely.”

      I raked my gaze over her. She was wearing another one of those stupid t-shirts and shorts that made her look like a rebellious nineteen-year-old. We needed to do something about that.

      “We’re all leaving in twenty minutes. Meet in the garage.” I downed the rest of my drink. “Oh, and Raegan, we’re breaking and entering. For the love of Christ, wear pants.”
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        * * *

      

      I immediately regretted my request for pants as soon as Raegan walked into the parking garage. She had to be fucking with me. She couldn’t possibly wear jeans like a regular woman. She wore leather pants so tight they could have been spray paint. That was really all I needed. I was trying to run a goddamn organization, and the entire thing was going to be derailed by one somewhat—very—attractive girl and her tight ass.

      “Raegan!” I barked, trying to avoid looking at her directly. “What are you carrying?”

      I glanced up at her prolonged silence. She stared down her nose at me, a bemused expression on her face. “Phone, keys, condoms, forty bucks.”

      “Don’t be cute. Weapons. What weapons are you carrying?”

      She rolled her eyes and lifted her t-shirt to show me two Eagles and what looked like a hunting knife clipped to her belt. I narrowed my eyes, debating, arguing that she should take something with a larger mag from the weapons room.

      “Leave it, man.” Beck clapped me on the shoulder as he got into the backseat of the car. “Not worth it, she’ll get buried with those guns.”

      Raegan followed Beck into the back seat. “So where are we going?” she asked as I slammed the passenger door shut.

      “We pulled the contact information for the Trilogy tech guy off one of the stolen SIM cards. He lives on the East Side. It’s time to pay a visit to someone with a direct line to The Hatter.”

      Beck inhaled sharply, and I felt a minor twinge of guilt. I hadn’t warned him, we'd be working tonight and bringing Raegan. Still, he needed to get the fuck over it. Either she was going to watch him peel someone’s skin off and go running, or she wouldn’t. I couldn’t decide which option I preferred.

      The apartment building was a shabby brick walk-up in the kind of neighborhood where it wasn’t really safe to leave the Range Rover unattended.

      “I’ll wait with the car,” Beck said, his knuckles white on his knees. “We’re not doing it here, right?”

      I shook my head. “The crematory.”

      “Sick. I’ll wait then.” He sounded like he was steeling himself.

      Raegan put her head on his shoulder, and I tried not to roll my eyes. Yet another example of how she was going to ruin us.

      “Raegan, let’s go,” I snapped.

      She muttered something to Beck, and he laughed. Both of them could go fuck themselves.

      I got out of the car and assessed the area. There wasn’t anyone in sight, just some litter blowing in the wind and a stray cat a block up. The evening was cold and damp, like it could rain, which was perfect. Rain washed away footprints and the odor of blood like nothing else.

      Raegan jogged up beside me on the dark street. “I’m not a fucking pet, Nico, or one of your Gentlemen.”

      “What?”

      “Raegan, come! Raegan, put on pants! Raegan, use different guns!” She imitated my voice. “Are you having some sort of nervous breakdown?”

      That was a good question, actually. Maybe I was losing it. Getting too paranoid or some shit. Sometimes I wished I’d been bored stupid, or at least less intense. It was probably much easier to be a fucking moron.

      I tore my eyes away from the apartment building and looked down at Raegan. Her expression was mischievous, but there was a hint of hardness. She wasn’t joking. She didn’t like when I gave her orders. Fuck, I hadn’t even noticed I’d been doing it. I knew I wasn’t going to stop, but nodded once anyway, conceding the point. Let her think she won this round.

      “The building is shit, but the security is good,” Rush said, obviously not listening to mine and Raegan’s conversation. “The guy we’re here for set it up himself which should say something about his abilities.”

      “How do you know that?” Raegan asked

      “Doesn’t matter,” I snapped, and she rolled her eyes.

      I didn’t even know why I cared. She would be here to see us torture this son of a bitch, so why did it matter if she knew we got the information from torturing the owner of one of the phones she stole for me? Habit, maybe.

      Raegan pulled her phone out of her back pocket and typed in a password. “There are cameras on every floor,” she said. “Four floors, all hooked up to the same system.”

      “How long can you jam them?”

      She raised a brow at me. “Indefinitely if we’re in range, but only for a few minutes if you don’t want it to be detectable.”

      “I don’t care if it’s detectable. The guy who checks them won’t be coming back here, I just don’t want him to see us coming up the stairs and go out a back way.”

      She typed something into her phone. “Yeah, no problem, you’re all set.”

      Rush watched her appreciatively, like she was a fucking savant or something. I rolled my eyes. She probably didn’t even come up with the technology herself, just knew how to use an app. I should have sent someone to do this for me. I was already regretting dealing with it myself. “Let’s just fucking go.”

      The inside of the building was worse than the outside. The hallways were dingy with grey carpeting that was undoubtedly growing something, and peeling yellow wallpaper. Everything smelled of weed and piss mixed with mildew.

      “Lovely,” Raegan commented as she stepped over a dead mouse carcass.

      “He’s up on the third floor,” Rush said. “Apartment 3C.”

      We paused outside the apartment door. Rush glanced at me, waiting for a nod of approval before pulling out his gun and shooting the doorknob clean off, then kicking the door where the knob had been. The cheap plywood door burst open with a crash.

      The apartment beyond wasn’t any better than the hallway, either in terms of lighting or decor. The floor was littered with beer cans and other debris, and the window blinds were all in tatters. A disgusting microfiber couch took up most of the main room, which was both kitchen and living room.

      I stepped through the doorway and peered into the dark bedroom to the right of the entry.

      Inside the dark room, it became clear where the occupant of this apartment was spending any money he had. Ten computer screens stood end to end on five desks, arranged in a semicircle near the back of the room. Various electronic equipment littered any open space on the desks—cameras, hard drives, a VR headset. Some things I didn’t even recognize, but Rush could probably work out for me.

      In the middle of the circle, a tall, thin man with dishwater blond hair sat frozen in a padded desk chair. His mouth fell open as he stared at me, clearly shocked to be interrupted. One glance at the screen furthest to the left explained his confusion. He had the security camera feeds for the whole building up on the monitor. Raegan’s jammer must have been working, because the halls appeared empty.

      After a split second’s hesitation, he dove for the floor, scrambling to reach something. Goddammit. I’d just learned a vital piece of information about our mark. He was a coward. Cowards were fucking useful in interrogations because they talked, but they were also twitchy. If he had a gun or some kind of self-destruct switch under there, we were fucked. I wasn’t worried he would hurt one of us. I was worried he’d kill himself instead of letting himself get captured.

      Rush obviously had the same thought, because he darted forward and fired two shots into the darkness under the desk. The man yelled, but not in a way that implied we’d hit him, more like just scared him. Jesus Christ, was this seriously who we were dealing with?

      “Knock him out and tie him up,” I said, without interest. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Rush grabbed the guy by the collar, looking equally disgusted. “You sure this is the guy?”

      I glanced at the computers. It matched the intel we had. “Yeah, and if not, Beck will find out fast.”

      Rush shrugged and slammed the dude's face into the nearest desk, then pulled a handful of zip ties out of his pocket.

      “Was that necessary?” Raegan wrinkled her nose as she poked her head inside the room.

      I gave her a long look. “You get that he helped organize your kidnapping, right?”

      She stepped back. “Seriously? Him?”

      “Theoretically. We’ll get more answers when we question him and go through the computers, but we’re not doing that here.”

      She nodded mutely, a hard expression on her face. I would’ve killed to know what she was thinking. I’d killed for less.

      Within minutes we had the guy unconscious and strung up like a thanksgiving turkey. He hadn’t put up much of a fight. Almost disappointing. But then, he was the tech guy. Probably not a trained marksman or anything. Still, pathetic.

      “Give me a minute,” Rush called from the next room. “I’m just going to collect all this shit.”

      Rae shifted between her feet by the door and tapped at her phone, frowning. “One of the cameras downstairs just came back online.”

      I raised a brow at her. “And?”

      “And that shouldn’t happen.” She pulled a gun out of her belt and reached for the doorknob. “I’ll be right back.”

      “No, you fucking won’t. Stay right there,” I barked with more intensity than I’d intended.

      She smirked. “Don’t get your panties in a twist, Grumpy. It’s probably nothing. I’m just going to get a better signal for my jammer.”

      Before I could say anything else, she slipped out the door, phone and gun held in front of her. Fuck.

      “Rush,” I barked. “Hurry up.”

      “I’m trying, bro. He’s got a lot of shit in here.”

      I ran a hand through my hair. My eyes darted from the unconscious man on the floor, to the half-open door, to the faint light coming from the room where Rush was, and back. “I’ll be right back.”

      I left the tech guy and slipped out the door after Raegan, my mind racing. Maybe I was being paranoid. I’d been on fucking edge all day. All week actually. Rush was right. I had some sort of problem with this girl. Maybe I could buy bulletproof furniture. For fuck’s sake, I should have just shipped her back to where she came from. I wasn’t even convinced this alliance with Jimmy was going to work, and that aside, it’s not like I needed to keep Raegan here to accomplish that. Maybe I was turning into a masochist. How fucking ironic.

      Three loud cracks rang through the quiet building—gunshots.

      My heart pounded against my ribs as raw panic tore through me. It was an unfamiliar feeling. Or, it had been until a week ago. I should have left her at the hotel. Or at Mount Summer. Why the fuck had I made her come with us?

      I whipped around the corner, heading for the noise, which sounded like it was coming from up ahead. The dim light of the apartment hallway flickered like a B horror movie, and ahead the sound of scuffling felt like a deafening roar.

      I rounded another corner at a full sprint and skidded to a halt. Raegan stood with her back pressed up against the filthy wall, an enormous man in front of her holding a knife to her throat. There were two bodies bleeding out at their feet, one dead, one nearly so.

      Darkness pressed in on the edges of my vision, red and black, as rage washed over me. In a daze, I reached for my gun.

      The sound of my footsteps had alerted the man to my presence. He looked up at me and recognition sparked in his face. I couldn’t say the same. This person was no one. Maybe a Trilogy member, maybe just an asshole. Now he was a dead asshole.

      Raegan used the asshole’s distraction as an opportunity to force his arm away from her throat, kneeing him in the stomach in the process. He grunted, and she shifted enough that I had a clear shot.

      Reminding myself of the day we’d stolen the laptop, I aimed at the asshole’s head. Then, at the last second, I shifted, shooting him in the gut instead. This one didn’t get to die quickly. This time I was going to make him suffer.

      He yelled as he toppled back and I smiled, darting forward as the knife he’d planned to use on Raegan clattered to the floor. Grabbing the knife, I didn’t break stride as I stabbed the man in the sternum over the bullet wound. He screamed, his eyes filling with something like fear as I twisted the blade.

      He choked, gurgling as blood poured from the wound, soaking his t-shirt and spilling over my hands, staining them red. I watched the blackness still seeping in on the edges of my vision as the light disappeared from the man’s eyes and he slumped to the ground. The knife stuck out of his stomach—a macabre sword in the stone—warning anyone else what would happen if they touched what was mine.

      My breath came in heavy pants, and I leaned against the wall, trying to regain some sense of space. Footsteps registered in the back of my mind as Raegan stepped up behind me. I whipped around, adrenaline still coursing through my body.

      I stared at her, vision coming in and out, barely containing the rage that still wanted to take over. There wasn’t anyone else to kill or even furniture to break, just Raegan, watching me like she knew something. I was going to shake her, scream at her to tell me why she was looking at me like that.

      “Well, I think we deserve an A for effort on that, don’t you think?” she said. “Maybe I should get the higher grade on the group project, though. I did kill two, and you only got one.”

      I blinked, surprised. The black tunnel receded from my vision slightly. How the fuck did she do that? She always said the most ridiculous shit, and it shocked me back to myself.

      I scanned the hallway, to her, to the bodies, to her. She didn’t look hurt, but I raised a hand to her face anyway, turning her cheek red with blood. I opened my mouth and then closed it. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to scream at her and tell her to go back to where she came from and never come back or... not that. “Rabbit…”

      A noise up the hallway made me tense, ready for another attack. I whipped around to see Rush jogging toward us, weighed down by an enormous bag of electric equipment. I blinked. Where was the tech guy?

      “What the fuck?” Rush called from several yards away.

      His eyes darted from Raegan, to me, to the bodies, back to Raegan. I wondered how the scene looked to him from the outside and then found I didn't care.

      “Where’s the guy?” Raegan asked.

      “Dead,” Rush said, disgusted. “Woke up and shot himself. Must have either had some good information or just been really afraid of being interrogated. Either way, I called the cleaners.”

      “No,” I said too loudly.

      Raegan and Rush looked at me, obviously perplexed.

      “Don’t call them. Leave the bodies.”

      Rush raised an eyebrow, then looked again at the man with the knife sticking out of his chest. “Fine.” He gave Raegan one more long look, then walked out of the building.

      “Come on, Grumpy.” She grabbed my hand.

      I stared down at our joined hands in bewilderment. She either didn’t notice or didn’t care that blood from my hand coated her fingers, marking her with my sins. There was something in that image—our bloody hands dripping onto the pavement as I let her pull me into the dark street. A metaphor, or a phrase I couldn’t quite place right now.

      It was raining. Distantly, I considered that I’d been right about the rain—that was good. It would wash away the blood trail.

      I looked down at our hands again. The blood trail was an unnecessary, unplanned complication. What the fuck was I thinking? I couldn’t afford to lose my shit like that. Raegan was threatened when we stole the laptop and I hadn’t felt so… nothing. Nothing was happening. I needed a plan and a drink.

      Raegan turned back to me as we walked and smiled. I stopped breathing, my heartbeat pounding in my ears. She said something—a question—but I couldn’t hear her over the rushing in my head. My vision tunneled again, blocking out everything but her.

      I started breathing again. Whatever feeling I’d just had suddenly replaced with nausea. Fuck me.
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      They’d left Nico’s door cracked for me like they’d done every morning for the past several weeks and I walked in without hesitation. Surprisingly, only Rush was there eating a plate of waffles. He scanned me from head to toe, eyes warming when he noticed I was wearing his sweater he’d left in my room.

      “Where are the other two Gentlemen?” I said, using their title to remind myself who the fuck they were. Rush’s eyes snapped to mine, fork pausing halfway to his mouth. His brows pinched together, jaw locked tight. 

      He took a deep breath. “Considering it’s eleven they both had places to be.”

      I scoffed. “And you didn’t?” 

      He sent a rare smile my way, and my chest tightened. I wasn’t supposed to feel this way about them. “Oh, I did, but I had other plans for us today.”

      I grabbed a plate of waffles from the warming drawer and sat beside Rush on the kitchen island, moaning as I took the first bite. “What’s the big mystery plan?” I said, mumbling around waffle. 

      “It’s time you saw the mysterious gym we have. You know because you don’t think it exists.” He smirked at me, humor in his eyes. We both knew my comments about the gym had less to do with whether I believed in its existence and more to do with them not using it when they were pissed like they were supposed to. 

      “Okay, but why? What are we going to do there?” I looked down at myself. “What exactly are you trying to say, Rush?”

      Rush’s face went red. “Not whatever you’re trying to imply. You’ve been attacked several times. I want to go through some basic defense skills.” 

      I choked on a laugh, a smile tipping up in the corner. He had to be kidding me with this damsel in distress shit. This was going to be fun. My smile turned wicked. “Oh, of course. That would be great.” My voice dripped with honey.

      Rush eyed me skeptically. “I honestly thought you were going to put up more of a fight.”

      “No need. Makes perfect sense,” I said, voice light and singsong.

      Where’s the harm in showing him my skills? I didn’t care if he told the others. Maybe it would snap some sense into them and they’d learn to treat me with respect. Maybe kicking Rush’s ass will remind both of us exactly who and what we are to each other. The tinge in my chest pointed out how much I didn’t like that idea, but I pushed it down. That nagging feeling was all the more reason to put some distance between us.

      Rush cleared my plate, putting it in the dishwasher, and watched me under lowered lashes. “We need to talk about the other night—”

      I shot up from my stool and jogged to the door. “I’ll meet you back at your room in ten. Just have to get changed.” 

      Rush eyed me, brows dipped. “We’re going to have to talk about it sometime.”

      I jumped into the elevator, avoiding answering him. The ride down to my room felt like it took forever. My skin tingled with the excitement of spending a few hours in the gym. Simultaneously, I was racked with guilt. I skated a thin line, and I wasn’t sure what would happen if I tipped over. Everything would change when they found out they had a fox in the henhouse digging up information on them. I wouldn’t have to worry about Rush’s heated looks after that. 

      No, after that I’d be dealing with the fallout that was betraying the men that became entirely too close to. I pulled on a sports bra, tight gym shorts, and a fitted top. I rarely wore fitted clothes like this, but you didn’t want any loose fabric while grappling. It gave the opponent an advantage, and I knew that’s not something I wanted Rush to have. He moved like a trained fighter. I was pretty sure today I was going to find out why. I grabbed my gym bag full of all kinds of goodies and walked into the hall. 

      Rush waited outside my door, propped up against a wall, head down, and typed away on his phone. There was a slight scowl on his face as his fingers sped over the keys. 

      I lifted a brow. “Something wrong?”

      His head snapped to me, eyes boring into mine, trying to figure me out. For a second, I thought he was going to tell me, but he shook his head. “Just regular business.” 

      He meant Gentlemen business. The title put a weight on my chest. 

      Rush pocketed his phone and stepped so close I had to tilt my head back to maintain eye contact. “We’re allies now. Don’t look at me like that.”

      “Like what?” I stiffened my back, knowing his words didn’t ring true.

      “Like I’m the enemy.” He raked his fingers through his chestnut hair and dropped his forehead to mine. His voice was raspy, pain slipping through. “Like being with me would be some kind of betrayal.”

      I stepped back, putting much needed distance between us, and plastered on a broad smile that didn’t reach my eyes. “Ah, but Rush, that’s exactly what we are.”

      He made a dark sound in the back of his throat and glared at me, but I ignored him, not wanting to get in deeper than I already was. I hit the button for the elevator door and it immediately opened, already on our floor. We stepped in and his hand brushed mine in the close proximity. Tingles shot up my arm. I was in so much fucking trouble with this boy. 

      I went to push the button that said Gym beside it, but Rush held up his hand. “That’s the public gym.” He hit floor twenty-seven. “We have our own.”

      Of course they did. 

      The gym was large, taking up at least a quarter of the floor, and packed with equipment. This wasn’t a regular home gym. It was a fancy outrageous fee type gym for their private use. I rolled my eyes at the extravagance. Rush led me to the full-size boxing ring at the end of the room. He jumped up, holding his hand out to me. Who said chivalry was dead? I grabbed it, allowing him to haul me up and bit back my smile. If he thought I needed help to get into the ring, he was in for a rude awakening. 

      He placed his water bottle and bag in one corner of the ring and smiled at me. “Let’s start with a basic hold.” 

      I let him run me through some drills. He moved at the slowest pace imaginable and it was all I could do to suppress a groan. If this was the level of competence he was working with, I could’ve kicked his ass even when I was a kid. Twelve-year-old Raegan already swung a sinister left hook. I smiled up at him sweetly. “Can we get some water? Then I think I’d like to run through some of these at full speed. You know…see if they work.” 

      He tilted his head, eyebrows pinched. “Yeah, of course.”

      I took a long sip of water before stepping into the middle of the mat, body loose. I beckoned him with my hand. “Come at me.” 

      If possible, his brows pinched in harder, eyeing me warily. “You sure?”

      I couldn’t stop my laugh. “Oh, yeah, I’m sure.” 

      He charged me at half speed. He was going to pay for that. My pride would allow no less. Dropping to a sudden crouch, I twisted to the side and swept out his leg from under him. Using my lower center of gravity, I shoved my bony shoulder into him and thrusted upwards, grabbing him with both arms as he tumbled. I flipped him easily and he landed with a thud beside me. 

      Eyes wide, he stared up at me, winded. “You’ve been holding out on me, Firecracker.”

      I flashed a devilish smile. “You should’ve known better.”

      He tipped his head to the ceiling and let out an exasperated groan. “Again.”

      This time he wasn’t holding back. I was ready for it. He came at me at full speed, arms out. It was painfully obvious he was going to try to pin me. Too easy. I spun at the absolute last second, making sure I could take advantage of his full momentum, and kicked his legs out again. He sprawled on the ground with a groan and glared up at me. 

      “Fine, Firecracker. No holding back.”

      I scoffed at that. “Ha! Nice try. You’ve totally been going all out.” 

      He eyed me with suspicion. “You’ve been training. What specialties? MMA?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, not appreciating his wary, confused tone. Part of me really should have felt more insulted. He already knew I could scale buildings better than Selina Kyle. I could jump rooftops too. Was it really so unimaginable that I could handle myself in hand-to-hand combat? Time to remind these Gentlemen who I was.

      I smirked, hands on my hips. “My dad’s Jimmy O’Rourke. You really think the Sligo Slugger never taught his daughter how to throw a punch? I’ve been in a ring like this since I was seven.”

      He looked at me cautiously, eyes going wide again in realization. He shook his head with a laugh. Before Jimmy rose to the head of the O’Rourke family, he was one of the fiercest boxers in the country. He was a meteor in the sport—slow on his feet, but strong as an ox, brutal with his follow-through. The only reason he didn’t go pro was because the needs of the family dragged him home. Even if Jimmy wasn’t a crime lord, he was still a born brawler.

      Like father, like daughter.

      Rush met my gaze. The corner of his lips tipped up. “Please tell me Sophie can’t take me down too. I don’t think I could take that blow to my ego.”

      I laughed hard, filling the room with the sound. “Don’t worry. That’s never been her role.”

      “And what’s your role?” Rush asked, fishing for information.

      I rolled my eyes at him. “Haven’t you noticed? I’m the expendable one. Every heir should have a spare.”

      Rush practically growled at that. He took up a fighting stance. “Let’s go again.”

      Everything in his body was different this time—the set of his shoulders, the twist of his hips, the smoldering glint in his eyes. He was actually going to spar with me this time. Thank fuck. I smiled and squared off, more than happy to oblige.

      We went for several more rounds, taking turns pinning each other to the mat. Once he stopped pussyfooting around, our skill level nearly equally matched. He landed an impressive take down and it forced the air from my lungs. As I doubled over, gasping for breath, he took full advantage and pinned me down flat with a triumphant grin on his face. 

      “Don’t gloat too much, or you’ll be on your back the next round.” 

      His eyes went dark, full lashes dropping over them, as he pressed his weight against me. “You promise?” 

      Hell yes. The corner of my mouth tipped into a smile. It was all the invitation he needed.

      He dropped his hips between my spread legs while my hands clawed against his chest. There was nothing gentle when his lips crashed into mine, taking over my mouth, owning my every thought. His fingers dug into my hair, tight enough to be painful, and his mouth swallowed my moan. Rush rocked into me, and I pushed my hips up to grind his length against my core. He pulled back, making a feral sound, and I bit his lip for stopping the kiss. We delved into frantic movements, each fighting for control.

      He raised his chest without breaking the kiss, sliding his hand between us, and pinched my nipple, hard. I cried out, pain mixing with pleasure. My fingers raked through his hair and I pulled his head back. Wrapping my legs around his hips, I flipped our positions, pinning him against the mat.

      Rush’s chest raised and fell in rapid succession, matching the tempo of mine. He pushed my shorts and panties down, and I kicked them the rest of the way off. My legs straddled him, and I moaned at the feel of him against my bare skin. Frustrated that his pants prevented me from sinking down on him, I shifted my weight back, fingers digging into his waistband, and pried them down his hips. My mouth watered with each millimeter of skin I exposed. 

      I was about to sink down onto his shaft, I could already feel the delicious tightening of my core…but Rush had other ideas. I gasped as he grabbed my thighs and lifted me on my knees, dragging me up his chest until my bare pussy was straddled over his face. I whimpered as his intense, two-toned gaze tracked over me.

      He groaned deep in his throat. “You’re so fucking perfect.”  

      The pure heat in his eyes burned away any hint of embarrassment I might have felt from being in this position. He gripped my hips and pulled me down hard against his face. I moaned as he devoured me. I tried to lift my weight but he just grunted, hands digging into my hips, holding me in place. I lost all control the second he thrust his tongue inside my core. I ground down into his mouth, turning into a needy, writhing mess. 

      He lifted my hips and pulled me forward until my hands slammed into the mat above him. He angled me until he was sucking against my clit. I shifted, making incoherent sounds, chasing the release I needed. “Fuck.”

      I moved fast, desperation growing as my skin tightened and sparks pulsed through my core. I whimpered, so fucking close to what I wanted most…but then the door slammed loudly and I froze.

      Jerking my head to the side, I tried to see who was in here with us. Determined to reclaim my attention, Rush thrust two fingers deep inside me. I moaned louder, forgetting all about the door. Hell, I forgot my own name.

      I pushed back hard, rocking against him. Rush bit down on my clit, sending me over the edge. My body shattered over him, and he moaned against me, fingers keeping their pace until he dragged out every sensation.

      I collapsed back, sitting over his chest, and he looked to the side, a wicked grin on his face. I followed his gaze. “Who was it?” I rasped, barely able to catch my breath.

      “No one important.”  

      Rush lifted us, until I sat in his lap, knees on either side of him. He worked me down from my daze with languid kisses, caressing me softly until my senses returned. 

      “Wait, I thought this was your private gym?” I muttered, his lips on my neck.  

      “Other high-level Gentlemen use it too. We aren’t that selfish.”

      I lifted a brow at him and he smiled.

      “Well, in most cases.” Surprising me, he pulled us both to our feet. “Come on, Firecracker. Better get you back to your room.” He grabbed my discarded shorts and panties off the mat, tossing them my way. “Don’t forget these.”

      I blinked twice. I was standing in the middle of Nico Esposito’s boxing ring in his not-so-private gym with nothing on but my sports bra and shoes. My bare ass was on display for anyone to see…someone had just seen it.

      What the fuck was I doing?
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      We rode the elevator up, and I stepped out on our floor. Rush didn’t move to follow me, and I raised an eyebrow at him in question. 

      He held up his phone that flashed several texts. “Nico needs to see me.”

      The door shut between us before I could rip into him. Apparently, I’d be returning to my room alone. I ran my shower at a scalding temperature and groaned. I was already stiff from our sparring, and my thighs ached from kneeling over Rush. It was totally worth it to see his expression every time I flipped him on his ass. A hint of worry seeped in that I’d shown him too much, but I pushed it down. They’ve always known who I was. This was just a forceful reminder. 

      I wrapped my body in a towel and applied my usual light makeup. The bruises were barely noticeable, faded until only the softest of yellow hinted around my temple. It wouldn’t be long before all physical trace was gone from my kidnapping. Hopefully, the nightmares follow soon after. I quickly dried my hair and got ready in my normal outfit of tiny shorts and an oversized t-shirt. I smiled, knowing how much my casual attire drove Nico insane. Whatever, not everyone can wear suits every day. 

      I could hear Rush’s shower turn on. Our walls weren’t as thin as Nico and Sophie’s, but they weren’t soundproofed like the ones downstairs. I’d rather die than admit it out loud, but I felt safer when I knew they were home.  

      Someone knocked hard on my door, and I narrowed my eyes on it. The only person who dared be that big of a pain in my ass was Nico, and I was too tired to deal with that shit. I ignored the sound, counting on the fact that he’d respect my privacy and not use his key. Then I laughed. He’d be in here in seconds.

      Three… Two… One… but it wasn’t Nico’s voice on the other end. Connor called out my name, sounding pissed.

      “Rae, open the damn door!”

      Anger flushed my skin and I pulled on the door so hard I risked ripping it off its hinges. “What the hell Connor?” I said, sneering his name. 

      He went to step by me, but I blocked his path, stepping forward, driving him into the hall. For a brief moment, his eyes widened in defiance, but he moved back. 

      “There better be someone dying to warrant you pounding on my door like that,” I said, voice dangerously low.

      He eyed me before continuing slowly, like he was dealing with a dangerous animal. “I saw you.”

      My nose scrunched up in confusion. “Saw me what?”

      He scoffed. “They gave me the passcode to the gym. I saw you with that asshole Gentlemen. I’m sure you just slipped and fell on his fucking face, right…boss?” His voice was full of judgement, and anger nearly took over me. I was tired of his shit.

      “Listen here, Connor.” I emphasized his name. “Your ability to rely on the protection of our lifelong friendship is wearing thin.”

      He glared at me. “First you show up with all those disgusting hickeys. I lied to myself that it wasn’t one of them. But I knew. Now I’ve seen it with my own fucking eyes. They’re the enemy, Rae.”

      “Mind your own fucking business,” I hissed out. “And your tone.”

      His scowl deepened and he rounded his shoulders at me, each word laced with venom. “I would if you weren’t acting like such a slut.” 

      My head snapped back and I looked into his eyes. Our friendship disintegrated in that moment. Anger fully took over me. I was going to kick his fucking ass and remind him of exactly who I was.

      Right before I could do just that, Rush’s door swung open. He made a feral sound in the back of his throat. “What the fuck did you just say to her?” He had Connor pinned to the wall in a heartbeat. Maybe he had been holding back in the ring. 

      “Get the fuck off me,” Connor spat, arm muscles clenching as he tried to jerk free.

      I placed my hand on Rush’s shoulder. “He’s mine to deal with. Let him go.”

      Rush stared Connor down for another few moments before stepping back, posture relaxed like none of it had happened. I didn’t trust it for a second. “Of course, Firecracker.”

      I hit the elevator button and Rush tossed Connor in the second it opened. “Consider yourself lucky. I could’ve let her kill you. We have clean-up crews for that sort of thing.”

      Connor stumbled against the back wall of the elevator, gripping the rail with one hand. He spat on the ground at Rush’s feet. “Fuck you, Gentlemen. She’ll remember exactly who you are soon enough, and guess who’ll be there waiting when she does?” 

      Rush looked murderous. One brow tipped up and I was sure he meant to go in swinging like he did on the mat downstairs. Only this sparring match would end with broken teeth and pints of blood on the floor, not mind-shattering orgasm. I readied myself to pry them apart. Thankfully the elevator's double doors closed before either man could make their move. 

      I stormed back toward my room. The door was still hanging open. I stopped in the doorway and spun around, turning my intense gaze at Rush. “I’m serious. Don’t touch him. He’s mine to deal with.”

      He smiled, but it looked more sinister than friendly. “Like I said, of course, Firecracker.”

      I shut my front door behind me and leaned my back against it, running my hands over my face. I didn’t believe him for a second.
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      Several hours later I was still fucking fuming. Who the hell did Connor think he was? I was seriously questioning all the years we’d been friends on the Mount Summer compound. Had he always been an insufferable asshat, or was this new?

      The thing about Connor was he didn’t respect me the same way the other guys did. He never had that healthy fear that came with understanding I wasn’t just the boss's daughter, I was also better than him at both guns and hand to hand combat. Maybe I’d let too many things slide over the years due to literally being in diapers together.

      If there was anyone I could discuss this with, it would be my sister. Sophie disappeared into her room as soon as we got back from Mount Summer and not come out—at least not that I’d seen. She didn’t seem to hate it here. At least she hadn’t put up a fight when Dad said we needed to come back, but she definitely wasn’t as social as usual over the last few weeks. Until a month ago, Sophie was the queen of the South Side social scene. Now, she was the queen of breakfast in bed.

      I showered quickly and changed into shorts and a t-shirt, then took the elevator up to Sophie’s room. I glanced at Nico’s door as I passed, wondering if he was in there. We hadn’t really spoken since the other night when he went all Stabby Mcstab Stab on that guy. I got the feeling he was avoiding me.

      Sophie took longer than usual to answer the door when I knocked. She appeared on the other side, blonde hair a mess and clothes rumpled.

      “Am I interrupting something?” I joked.

      “No. I was asleep.” She stepped aside to let me in.

      I gave her a long look. “It’s two in the afternoon.”

      “So? It’s not like I have much else to do.”

      “You should come hang out with me. I was in the gym.”

      “Gross.” She wrinkled her nose. “No offense but working out with you is literally torture. Not everyone is trying to be a Navy Seal.”

      “There are no female Navy Seals,” I grumbled.

      “Well, that’s sexist. You could totally pass the test, which is my point. Maybe I just want to ride an elliptical or something, not train for the motherfucking Hunger Games.”

      “You’re in an awesome mood,” I observed, striding over to sit on her couch.

      She sighed. “Sorry. I’m aggravated. It’s not really clear to me why we’re here still, and I’m bored. I didn’t realize until we went home that the entire compound was swarming with Gentlemen. Like, what is that? And if there’s an alliance and all those men on the compound, why wouldn’t we be safe at home?”

      I smiled a little. Sophie had been so Zen about everything this whole time, it was refreshing to see her even slightly irritated. She made a good point, though. If most of Nico’s men were at Mount Summer regularly, why wouldn’t we be safer there?

      “I know,” I told her. “The whole thing makes no sense.”

      “You know what else?” She frowned. “Actually, hang on.” She reached for the TV remote on the coffee table and switched on the giant flat screen on the wall. It was less than half the size of Nico’s movie theater sized TV, but still took up most of the wall. Flipping through the on-demand menu, she clicked on some workout video and turned the volume up full blast.

      “What is this shit,” I said loudly as horrible pop music blared through the room, accompanied by the instructor in the video shouting about an encouraging warm up routine.

      “Cardio Yogalates.” Sophie shrugged. “You know how thin the walls are. Nico can hear everything. Without Yogalates, I could never have a private conversation.”

      “Huh.” I didn’t know what to say to that.

      “Anyway,” she said. “I never realized until we got here how little I know about how everything works.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “How what works?”

      “This!” She made a sweeping gesture with her hands like she was a ring leader welcoming everyone to her circus. “I don’t have any idea how Mount Summer works. I don’t even know what Dad does.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Soph, don’t be dramatic. You know what we do.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, broadly, but I know about as much about our own business as I do about the Gentlemen. Like, I could tell you that Nico owns a bunch of hotels as a front for his prostitution ring, but I don’t know how it works. I know we have the car dealerships and the other businesses, and I know we move guns…”

      I tapped my fingers against the arm of the couch. “I mean, I could explain it to you…”

      “You’re going to have to at some point.” She sighed. “I just think it’s weird. Like, I’m supposed to inherit an organization that I don’t understand at all. You get it, why is that?”

      “Probably because dad thinks I’m expendable,” I said bitterly.

      “I just always assumed I wasn’t told stuff because Marcus was the heir and dad couldn’t deal with training another kid, but now I’ve seen that Nico obviously runs his entire organization.” She paused. “I mean, he wasn’t supposed to be the heir either, it was his brother too, so now I feel like dad just thinks I’m stupid.”

      “Oh, Soph.” I moved closer to her on the couch. “No one thinks you 're stupid. Dad’s an asshole. You know what he has me doing now? He wants me spying on Nico.”

      Sophie raised her eyebrows. “Seriously? What about the alliance?”

      I shrugged. “Who knows?”

      “Are you going to do it?”

      I furrowed my brow. “I mean, yeah. I have to, right? Fuck the alliance.”

      She pursed her lips and looked away. “Okay.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” She made a face that said it was not nothing.

      “No really, what?”

      She ran a hand through her tangled hair. “I don’t know Rae, I just think if you really think dad is an asshole, and he’s the kind of person who treats you like you’re expendable and me like I’m a moron, maybe you don’t need to do this?”

      I set my jaw. “The Gentlemen killed Marcus.”

      “To be fair, Alessandro Esposito killed Marcus, and we killed Dante, and it was ten years ago. Nico was like sixteen, and he hasn’t been awful to you.”

      I grinned halfheartedly. “Who even are you right now? You hate Nico, and you always listen to Dad.”

      “Oh, I still think Nico is a prick,” she said firmly. “But he’s really nice to you. It’s weird, actually.”

      I ignored that for now. “And Dad?”

      “I don’t know. I need to think. I also need you to explain to me how the hell everything works.”

      “Sure.” I smiled. “Not this second, though, okay? I actually came down here to bitch about Connor, but now I just want to order food and chill.”

      She grinned. “I can do food. I don’t think I’ve eaten all day.”

      Four hours later we’d made it through an entire pizza and the last season of Keeping Up with the Kardashians. The show was shit, but I was feeling pleasantly full and sleepy. I curled under the throw blanket Sophie had apparently brought from home to make the hotel room more “lived in.”

      My eyes had begun to close when I jolted awake, startled by a pounding on the door. Sophie leapt to her feet, eyes wide. “Now what?”

      I immediately regretted leaving my gun in my room. When had I gotten comfortable enough to walk around unarmed? Fucking hell, this is what I got for dropping my guard.

      Sophie ran to the door, but I stood and intercepted her. “Let me.”

      She didn’t protest as I stood on tiptoes to peer through the peephole. I gasped and swung the door open. “Connor, what the fuck?”

      Connor stood on the other side, his face a bloody mess. His nose was clearly broken, and he would have two black eyes tomorrow. What little of his face wasn’t swollen was twisted in rage.

      “Oh, of course you’re here,” he grunted, pushing past me. His voice came out muffled.

      “What happened?”

      “Don’t play dumb, Rae.” Dumb sounded like “dumf.”

      Sophie looked at me, alarmed, and dashed over to the little kitchen, presumably to get some ice.

      “What are you talking about? What happened?” I asked, even as my stomach sank. I had a lurking suspicion I knew what happened, and the venomous look he threw at me confirmed it. Connor didn’t need to say anything.

      Anger bubbled up in my stomach. What the fuck? The guys had absolutely no right to do this. I was perfectly fucking capable of taking care of my own men, and they could not treat me like some helpless child or damsel in distress. Connor had said some shit. I could beat him up myself if I wanted.

      I was sort of aware of the hypocrisy here. Nico had literally killed someone the other day. I wasn’t mad about that, but that was different. Connor wasn’t physically threatening. Nico was helping me fight a battle I was already halfway done with and starting to lose ground. In this case, it looked like one of the guys took it upon themselves to beat the shit out of someone from my side of the aisle over my fucking “honor.” Yeah, no.

      “I’ll be back,” I said shortly, swinging the door open. I glanced back at Connor. “You’re lucky it was him and not me.”

      “If you’re going to yell, remember we can hear everything you say,” Sophie called after me.

      I stormed up the hall to Nico’s door, only to find it already open. I poked my head inside. Nico leaned against his kitchen counter, clearly having heard everything through the wall. Across the room, Beck was sitting on the living room couch playing a video game on the gigantic TV.

      “If you’re going to yell, save it,” Nico said blithely. “I didn’t hurt your precious security guard.” The way he said “security guard,” made it sound like an insult.

      “Hey, babe,” Beck called, cheerfully.

      “I’m going to fucking kill Rush,” I grumbled. Clearly, he was the culprit. “Where is he?”

      Nico looked totally unbothered. “He’s working on the computers.”

      “What?” I asked, distracted.

      Beck paused his game. “All that stuff we took from the apartment last night had to be hacked into and sorted through.”

      I glanced at Nico, the mention of the apartment reminding me of the hallway. He looked away quickly. I stood with my arms hanging at my sides, unsure what to do with myself—go find Rush now and yell, or… what?

      “Babe, come sit,” Beck said, making room for me on the couch, “We’re playing DOOM.”

      I narrowed my eyes. I could picture Beck playing video games, but Nico seemed like the type who left the gun range and read Tolstoy for fun. I would have thought he considered normal shit like games and movies peasant entertainment. Then again, Beck did mention once that Nico liked The Fast and the Furious, so what the fuck did I know.

      “Sit, Raegan. Rush won’t be back for at least an hour.” Nico strode over and shoved a glass into my hand.

      I raised the drink and sniffed it. It smelled like Christmas trees and rubbing alcohol. I was on my second Christmas tree cocktail and feeling much better about the whole Connor thing, when Rush skidded into the room. He was breathing heavily, like he’d sprinted up the back stairs rather than taking the elevator. We all looked up in mild surprise, and Beck paused the game. Good thing too, I was losing.

      “Guns,” Rush panted.

      “Hand grenades.” I took a large sip of my drink. Nico made really potent cocktails.

      “What?” Rush gave me an odd look, clearly distracted.

      “I don’t know. Are we just naming weapons? Battleship.”

      “Pliers,” Beck supplied cheerfully.

      “That’s not a weapon,” I argued.

      “Yes, it is. Everyone has teeth.”

      “Shut the fuck up, both of you,” Nico growled. “Rush, what are you talking about?”

      “It’s guns. The Trilogy’s got a massive weapons shipment coming in from across the border this weekend. All the information was on that shitbag’s computer.”

      Ice dropped into my stomach, and I was suddenly completely sober. “Across the border from where?” I asked sharply.

      Rush looked at Nico for confirmation before answering. I saw the smallest of nods pass between them. “Upper New Forge,” Rush said.

      My mind reeled. That could be a coincidence, but likely wasn’t. The upper neighborhood of New Forge was a stop along Mount Summer’s supply line. There were only so many arms dealers in the tri-state area, and even fewer that had access to major shipments of unregistered guns. That meant one of two things. Either our supplier had switched sides, which was possible but unlikely, or The Trilogy was planning to intercept our run.

      I closed my eyes, willing myself not to panic. I needed to compartmentalize my fear of an impending gang war from the issue at hand. The major issue. I glanced over at Nico. He was staring at me, his expression unreadable. Unlike the other guys, I could never understand what the hell he was thinking.

      I had to handle this delicately. Nico couldn’t realize how much I knew about how Mount Summer worked. He might have guessed that The Trilogy was intercepting our supply line, but I couldn't confirm it for him. I also needed to get out of here and call my dad.

      “How many?” Nico asked.

      “At least as many as you saw at their warehouse. Looks like they’re doubling their inventory,” Rush replied.

      Again, I had to push down my panic. With the guns we’d seen in their warehouse, that was enough to supply a private militia. It didn’t look like they were selling them like we did. They were stockpiling.

      “We need to find out what their end game is,” Nico said, echoing what I’d been thinking. He looked over at me again and seemed to steel himself. “Raegan, call your father.”

      My eyebrows rose. “Excuse me?”

      “Call Jimmy and tell him to get down here now.”

      I blinked at him. That was sort of what I was about to do anyway, but now it felt like a trap. Agreeing was alarming. “Why? What should I tell him you want to discuss?”

      Nico’s lip curled. “Don’t play dumb, I’m sure you’ll think of something.”

      On that ominous note he stood and strode into his bedroom, Rush hot on his heels. Beck and I looked at each other.

      “Fuck,” Beck said, downing the rest of his drink.

      My thoughts exactly.
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      I was getting some serious fucking Déjà Vu.

      I stood in the back of a vast conference room on the third floor of the hotel. Nico sat on the end of the long table with Rush and several armed Gentlemen behind him. Beck apparently wasn’t needed for this sort of meeting and was thrilled to be allowed to stay upstairs.

      My parents sat on the opposite end of the table surrounded by Brian, Patrick, Connor, and two additional guards whose names I couldn’t remember. My father looked the complete opposite of Nico in jeans and his ever-present leather jacket. Meanwhile, my mother was trying out another new lipstick. She was seriously starting to look like Giovanna and it was creeping me the fuck out.

      I hovered awkwardly near my parents, slightly to their right. I wasn’t quite sure where I was supposed to stand. That in and of itself was a bad fucking sign. I needed to get my shit together.

      “How’s your sister?” my mother asked me into the awkward silence.

      “Fine,” I said shortly. I racked my brains to think of something to tell her about Sophie. “She’s getting into Yoga.”

      Nico coughed across the table, and I glanced at him. His expression was odd, like he was having a mild aneurysm.

      “That’s nice,” Mom said blithely.

      I glanced back and forth between Nico and my parents. It wasn’t totally clear to me what we were waiting for, yet apparently everyone else in the room was totally on the same page.

      I didn’t have to wait long to find out what was going on. The conference room door opened and Giovanna wafted in. She wore a skintight, calf-length black dress with an actual fucking cape that made her look like Cruella de Vil. Her hair was pulled into a tight bun as usual, and her red lipstick matched her inch long nails. I glanced down at my outfit of shorts and a crop top. There hadn’t been a lot of time to do much more than grab my gun belt from my room and chug a bottle of water. To be honest, I probably wouldn’t have changed even if I had known she was coming.

      “Sorry I’m late, Darling.” She bent and gave Nico an air kiss on each cheek.

      “Don’t lie, Mother,” he snapped.

      Giovanna smiled as she sat down, pulled a gun out of her purse, and placed it on the table. “Fair enough.”

      “Gigi,” my father greeted her gruffly.

      “James. Mary. I would say it’s good to see you, but I’ve just been chastised for lying.”

      I choked, trying to hide my laughter. Jesus Christ, we should not have held this meeting right after we’d all been drinking. How the hell Nico managed to seem sober was beyond me. I’d seen him down three of those terrifyingly strong gin cocktails.

      I wondered absently why Giovanna needed to be here at all. Her role and her relationship with my parents baffled me. That was just one of the many things on my growing list of questions. It probably wasn’t something my dad needed information on, though. He obviously wasn’t confused.

      “Can we get on with it?” Dad said. “Some of us have shit to do.”

      Nico looked dangerous for a second before he schooled his features. “Fine. Raegan told you what we learned from tracking down The Hatter’s tech lead.”

      My dad crossed his arms and nodded. It had been a relatively brief phone conversation that I’d taken in Sophie’s bathroom, drowned out by the sound of her workout video. Nico may have wanted me to tell my dad about the gun run, but I wasn’t sure we wanted to advertise the run was on our supply line. For once, my dad seemed pleased by my forethought in that area.

      “I don’t know what you’re expecting us to do about this,” Dad said.

      Nico raised a brow. “The Trilogy already has enough weapons to form a small army. If they’re bringing in more and not selling them, it’s against all our best interests.”

      Dad nodded, conceding the point. “What are you suggesting, though?”

      The problem with this conversation was the same one I had upstairs. My dad also didn’t seem sure if Nico realized the guns were coming from our supplier and clearly didn’t want him to know. It couldn’t have been clearer that this alliance was built on a foundation of sand and straw if we weren’t even able to share that much information. It made me wonder what Nico was keeping from me.

      “Unless you can think of a…” Nico smiled. “Faster way, we’ll have to intercept them at the shipping yard.”

      I’d already thought through all of this, as I was sure my dad had. Mount Summer ran our weapons shipments through several supply chains so as not to rely too much on one supplier or make anything too obvious. The location that was being targeted was a large dealer over the state line who shipped guns to us as car parts for our dealerships. It was likely that the Trilogy had made a deal with the same dealer, rather than intercepting our order. I double checked with Brian and our last order came in on the fifteenth. We weren’t due for another shipment for another forty-five days.

      The fastest solution would be to go straight to the supplier and threaten them to change The Hatter’s order, but that would involve revealing that we knew who the supplier was. That information wasn’t on the tech kid’s computer, probably because he didn’t know. All he had was the location and information for the drop point, which was the same shipping yard that Mount Summer used.

      My dad narrowed his eyes at Nico. “Can’t say I can think of a better way than the shipping yard.”

      Nico snorted. He knew we were lying. “Fine. Your men can take the lead, then.”

      They talked about some particulars, while I glanced back and forth between them like a tennis match. A tennis match where the ball was on fire and if you lost, you had to step in front of a firing squad. As they spoke, an errant thought nagged at the back of my brain.

      We—Mount Summer—didn’t want Nico to know we worked with the same gun supplier, or that we knew him, but what was stopping my dad from just making a call on his own time? He could call the supplier, threaten them, and never tell Nico that’s how the gun shipment mysteriously failed to show up.

      I eyed my father as he stood from the table, my mother so close to his shoulder you would think she was fused there.

      “I’ll walk you out,” I said.

      Nico and Rush both gave me long looks as we exited the conference room. Giovanna, surprisingly, had immersed herself in her phone and didn’t seem to care what we were doing. Maybe what Nico had said about her was right—she was just mean for the sake of it, it wasn’t personal.

      The elevator doors closed on my parents and I and I rounded on my dad. “Why can’t you just call and stop this?”

      “Shut up,” he snapped.

      Frustration and resentment roared in my stomach. He expected me to be his spy—a loyal soldier—but wouldn’t tell me anything.

      “Nico will realize it, too. I need to know why you can’t just call the supplier.”

      “You can tell Nico to shove it up his ass,” my father snapped, sneering around his name. I’d forgotten until this moment that only his friends really called him that.

      The elevator opened, and my parents strode toward the exit. My father stopped at the revolving doors, turning back to me. His smile was mean—I had to wonder if he and Giovanna hadn’t picked up some mannerisms from each other.

      “I already called,” Dad said. “It’s not an option. The supplier is keeping the order with The Hatter.”

      My eyes widened. “What the fuck?”

      “I’ll see you at home tomorrow, Raegan. Don’t forget, I’m still expecting my report.”

      I watched them go. When had the entire world turned upside down, and how was I still hanging on to the edge?
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      I swung open the door to my room with way more force than necessary. I glanced at my phone as I unclipped my gun belt with one hand and discarded it on my bed. It was well past midnight. Good God, I was becoming nocturnal.

      I had a vague memory of Giovanna saying that most of the Gentlemen’s business was conducted at night. She wasn’t wrong. Nico really kept everyone working way later than was strictly fair, and days started on the very late side. I guess we were probably keeping time with the call-girls and their clients in case anything went wrong, but I hadn’t thought much about it. I had barely interacted with any of them since I got here.

      Not bothering to close the door between my bedroom and the living room, or even the bathroom door, I stripped out of my clothes and left them in a trail across the floor. Shaking out my ponytail, I turned on the shower for the second time today. The long day combined with the drinking earlier had made me feel disgusting. The honey vanilla scent of whatever fancy shampoo the maids kept putting in my room quickly filled the bathroom. I needed to find out what the hell brand it was because it was excellent.

      As I stood under the scalding hot shower, I remembered that I’d completely forgotten to yell at Rush for beating the shit out of Connor. That was going to have to go on my to-do list for tomorrow. That shit was not okay.

      Everything prior to the meeting had now been overshadowed. If my dad had already called the supplier, he must have had the same thought I did. That we could stop the shipment at the source without ever telling Nico how it happened. If that call hadn’t worked, did that mean we’d just lost a supplier to the Trilogy?

      “Raegan!”

      My stomach dropped out, and I froze, shampoo suds dripping down the side of my face. What the fuck was that?

      “Raegan?”

      Oh, Jesus Christ.

      “You cannot fucking let yourself into my room, Nicolai,” I screamed over the water. “I’m in the shower, get the fuck out.”

      “I did knock,” Nico said from far too close.

      “And I didn’t answer, so you decided to barge in like you own the place?”

      He laughed, and I could’ve banged my head against the wall. I sort of walked into that one. I peered through the steamed, lightly frosted glass. I could just make out his absurdly tall frame leaning against the vanity, arms crossed over his chest. My heart beat wildly against my ribs. Holy hell, suddenly the hot water was nothing compared to my flaming skin.

      “Get out,” I demanded.

      “I need to talk to you.”

      “Now?” I said, incredulously.

      He wanted to talk to me, now? Naked? I did not have the emotional capacity for this shit. Fuck, forget emotions, I just didn’t have the self-control. Living in this hotel was like being a recovering sugar addict in Willy Wonka’s Chocolate Factory.

      “Yes. I don't like—”

      “Waiting,” I finished for him, dragging a hand down my face in exasperation. “Get some new material, man. That bit is dead.”

      “Fine. I’ll be in your room.”

      “Whatever,” I ground out.

      I turned the water to as cold as possible and finished rinsing my hair, then stepped out tentatively, making sure he had really left. He had, but of course he hadn’t shut the door. Awesome.

      In the mirror's reflection above the sink, I could see Nico had decided it was perfectly acceptable to stretch out on my bed. He lay on his back, arms under his head, staring at the ceiling. I sighed and grabbed a towel and wrapped it around myself so tightly it dug into the skin under my arms.

      “Don’t look,” I yelled. “My clothes are out there.”

      “I doubt you have anything special I haven’t seen before,” Nico said. His words were harsh, but his tense shoulders didn’t match his feigned relaxation.

      I bent and felt around on the floor for something to wear. Grabbing a large t-shirt, I threw it over my head and let the towel fall to the floor. In an ideal world I would find some panties too, but I didn’t really want to bend over and dig in my suitcase with Nico right there.

      Fuck it. I crossed my arms over my chest and popped a hip out, hoping I looked casual. Like I always had serious conversations in a t-shirt and no underwear.

      “What did you want?”

      Nico looked over at me, his eyes lingering for a second on where my wet hair was soaking through my shirt. “I’m going to buy you new clothes, this is fucking ridiculous.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “That’s what couldn’t wait until I was out of the shower?”

      He was joking, right? I recoiled in confusion. Nico was sort of unintentionally funny himself, but he had the worst sense of humor imaginable. He rarely laughed and never, ever, joked as far as I could tell.

      He blinked twice, sitting up on the edge of my unmade bed. “No. Jesus Christ, never mind.”

      Nico’s usually perfect hair was all over the place, making him look overall younger and less threatening than usual. He’d abandoned his suit jacket and tie and undone the top few buttons of his white dress shirt, pushing the sleeves up to the elbows to expose his tattoos. As with the last time I’d seen them, I really wanted to take a closer look. Would he let me? I felt like I was living in the fucking Twilight Zone.

      “Then what is it?”

      “I know you know where those guns are coming from,” he drawled.

      “You think I know, or you think my father knows?” I smiled, trying to mimic Giovanna. I probably looked like I was having a stroke.

      His dark eyes bore into me. “I know you know. You’re a terrible liar, Rabbit.”

      “Maybe I’m an excellent liar,” I said as my heart beat furiously.

      I meant it off-hand, but there was some truth to that. He didn’t know my dad had asked me to spy on them. That was a lie by omission. I was pretty good at lying to myself about my fucked up feelings. That counted, right?

      “I don’t even fucking care who the supplier is,” he said. “Just make the call and stop the shipment. I don’t want a gang war any more than you do. We both know what that looks like.”

      I bit my lip, closing my eyes and tilting my head up to the ceiling. Fuck. Of course, he’d come to the exact conclusion I’d predicted. I just assumed he’d go to my dad and not me. Knowing we’d already tried to make the call, and it hadn’t worked…I couldn’t say that. I couldn’t say nothing though, either.

      “It’s not an option,” I said, anxiety churning in my stomach.

      His eyes narrowed. “What?”

      “What you’re asking isn’t an option.”

      “Why?” He stood and took two steps toward me, so I had to tilt my head to maintain eye contact. My breath caught. My lack of real clothes and our tight proximity suddenly made the room feel very, very small.

      “You’re going to have to trust me,” I whispered.

      His eyes scanned all over my face, just like they had the other night when he was checking me for injuries. “Fine.”

      Something like excitement traveled up my spine as the mood seemed to shift. I took half a step closer until I could feel his breath against my face.

      Nico straightened, blinking hard, and turned away from me. “Don’t fuck me over on this,” he snapped as he grabbed his abandoned suit jacket from my bed.

      I didn’t bother to reply, knowing it would be lost, as he was already halfway out the door.
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      Nico barged through the doorway of his room, quickly followed by Rush and several other Gentlemen. I plopped down on the couch, cracked open a beer, and enjoyed the show. He’d been acting like an asshole since the meeting with Jimmy last night. Nico barked orders into his phone, a scowl on his face, and ran his hand through his normally perfectly styled hair.

      Rush was ordering Anthony, his top enforcer, the moment the door closed. “I want our top crew, to be ready in a half hour flat to head to Mount Summer. Tell them to pack heavy, we’re going on a field trip and we can expect obstacles.”

      Anthony stood ramrod straight in front of Rush and showed him the same respect that every other member of the Gentlemen does. “Yes, sir. Can you tell me what to expect when we get there?”

      Rush’s voice was pure command. “We will brief them when we get there. For now, my order stands. Get the troops’ asses to the South Side.”

      He was always a pompous ass after days like this. I couldn’t wait to fuck with him.

      I kicked my feet up on the new wood coffee table. It looked like it could take a couple of bullet holes before needing to be replaced again after Nico shot the last one. My lips tipped up with the thought of the way Rae drove Nico crazy. No doubt he’d still go through a few tables a year. If she was still around, which she better fucking be.

      An itchy feeling coated my skin. There was another reason she might fuck off, and there was nothing I could do about that now. Screw Nico and his plan. We should’ve fucking told her.

      Nico glared at me, eyes taking in my relaxed position. “What the hell are you doing?”

      My lips tipped up, enjoying the red that was taking over his face. I smirked, and a muscle clenched in Nico’s jaw. “Watching you two assholes order everyone around.”

      Rush stepped directly between us, holding up both hands. “Fucking stop. We’ve got shit to do and don’t have time for one of your bullshit sibling fights.” He turned to Anthony. “What the hell are you still doing here? Roll out.”

      Anthony snapped to attention and jogged out the door.

      “Don’t let them obeying your orders go to your head, Rush. It’s annoying to put up with your ass,” I said, smiling at him.

      Rush growled, low and deep in his throat. Showing anger I rarely saw from him. He generally put up with Nico and my shit pretty well. “Get to the basement, pack your bag and meet us at the Rover.”

      I mock-bowed to him but didn’t move to get off the couch.

      “Fucking now, Beck,” Nico hissed through his teeth, sounding like he wanted nothing more than to beat some sense into me.

      I steepled my fingers in front of me. “I’m not one of the lackey Gentlemen. Tell me what the hell’s going on and I’ll gladly get my ass in gear.”

      Nico stepped closer, expression dark enough that he might actually lunge for me.

      “Enough,” Rush barked, the order sounding exactly like Nico, and we both looked at him. “We’re heading to Mount Summer to combine our troops and steal the guns from the warehouse before the Trilogy has time to move them. Which means right the fuck now. We still don’t know who the mole is so we don’t have fucking time to waste. They could be moving them as we speak.”

      That got me up on my feet and moving to the door. I kept my voice light and a wicked grin on my face. “Why didn’t you say so?”

      Nico’s restraint snapped, but I was already out the door faster than he could pull a gun on me. Laughing, I took the elevator to the basement. Time for a little fun.

      I strapped my chest holster with two guns and two knives. I slung an AK over my shoulder and packed a fun times bag full of all my favorite tools just in case we needed it later.

      After making sure I had everything, I headed up to the parking lot, where I wasn’t surprised to see Nico and Rush already waiting.

      “Where’s Rae?” I looked around for her, as if she was hiding behind a car.

      Nico glared at me and I huffed. “Late as fucking always.” He pulled out his phone, undoubtedly about to send her his one thousandth text message to hurry the fuck up. When the elevator dinged and the doors opened, revealing a fully decked out Rae.

      “I’d say sorry I’m late, but we all know that would be bullshit.” Her lips were twisted up in a sinister smile as she watched the muscle in Nico’s jaw tick. Fuck, it was hot when she pissed him off like that.

      None of us said a fucking word as she skipped to where we stood, stunned. She wasn’t wearing her typical oversized shirt. I bit my lip and my dick twitched. No, she was decked out in tactical gear. Tight black long sleeve shirt, which rationally I knew was to blend in at night, but all I could see was how it hugged every curve. Tight black pants with matching thigh holsters filled with four knives each. She had her own shoulder holster on and her favorite Baby Eagles in place. Her red mane was pulled up into a high ponytail, and I groaned at the thought of wrapping it around my fist.

      Nico should have chewed me out for gawking, but a quick glance told me he was as captured as I was. Both his and Rush's hooded eyes were pinned on her. I patted Nico on the back. Poor guy was never going to get anywhere near her. The gap between him and Rae was too wide, and only getting wider with every day that he didn’t tell her the truth. I, on the other hand, was determined to make it work. That is, if she didn’t kill me first.

      I pulled her into my arms and dropped my mouth, barely grazing her ear. I smiled as goosebumps ran up her neck. “You look good, Little Thief.”

      She scoffed. “Yeah, that’s exactly what I was going for when I got ready for this job.”

      I tipped her chin up, holding between my thumb and forefinger. “Well, I certainly appreciate it.”

      She huffed, stepping back, but not before I saw the heat in her eyes. I whistled as I opened the back door to the Rover. Both Nico and Rush glaring at me.

      “Get in the fucking car, Raegan,” Nico ordered. He wasn’t capable of saying anything nice to her. He kept a distance between them. We climbed into the SUV, and she gasped when I pulled her onto my lap. Nico’s head spun around from the front passenger side. “Seatbelt on, now.”

      Rush and Nico both glared at me when I stretched out my seatbelt and wrapped it around both of us. I ignored whatever Nico was screaming about, instead taking a heaping breath of Rae’s vanilla honey scent. I was going to bottle that shit up and soak my sheets with it, that’s how good it smelled.

      Rae smiled up at me and looked toward the front. “Jealous asshole is not a good look for you, Nico.” Rush choked out a laugh as he pulled out of the parking lot. If she knew what was going through Nico’s head lately, she’d back off. Instead, it was fucking funny as hell watching him rage out in silence.

      Being close as brothers meant I could read Rush and Nico like a book. It took no time to figure out that Rush and Rae had fooled around the other night. He’d been walking around like a lovesick puppy, all cheerful and shit. Shortly followed by becoming a complete asshole when she had obviously brushed him off. I still wasn’t sure if it pissed me off or excited me.

      On the one hand, she wasn’t mine, on the other she was the only girl I’d considered taking that role. Rush was different, though. His mom had seriously fucked up his opinion of women and he’d been completely closed off from girls since we were kids. Sex was nothing but a transaction to him, so seeing him all giddy and shit made some part of me happy. Even if it was buried under a pile of envy. Thoughts of Rae heading back home and hooking up with some Mount Summer piece of shit sent anger boiling in my stomach. I didn’t feel that with my brothers. Only the loss of missing out.

      I tightened my arms around her, ran my nose up her neck, and groaned when she shivered in my lap. Maybe her sitting on me wasn’t a good idea. I was going to be hard as a rock by the time we got out.

      Rush’s voice was firm, cutting off my thoughts. “Rae, as soon as we get there, I need you to round up your crew and bring them to me so I can give them their orders.”

      She laughed in my arms, body vibrating against mine. “Oh Rush, you’re in for a treat today.” She didn’t elaborate, smiling to herself with a glint in her eyes. Something told me we were about to see an entirely new side of the thief in our group.

      I kissed the top of her head. “Can’t wait.”

      She rewarded me by curling deeper into my chest. It was a forty-minute drive in this kind of traffic, and I was going to enjoy every fucking second of it.

      The first thing I noticed when we pulled up to the Mount Summer compound was their men already lined up waiting for us. A giant of a man stood in front.

      Rae crawled off my lap, not wanting them to see her there. I clenched my hands not to pull her back. Fuck being some dirty little secret. Not that we were anything at all.

      The second she stepped out of the door, all the Mount Summer men stood at attention. They watched her with the respect of a commander. I shifted on my feet, glancing over at her. What’s our little thief been hiding from us?
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        * * *

      

      The big guy stepped up to her. I was pretty sure his name was Brian, but I didn’t really keep track of shit like that. He did the same thing Rush did, but for Mount Summer.

      “Are all the weapons loaded on the truck?” Rae said, tone firm.

      Brian glanced at us. “Yes, ma’am.”

      She nodded, but her eyes weren’t soft like usual. “Everyone’s been briefed?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Meet us at the barracks. We need to gather the Gentlemen. They weren’t quite ready when we called them.” She smirked, and Brian laughed.

      We stood in a large parking lot beside their compound, and I watched as Rae chewed into their men, snapping them into place. Not one of them mocked her. Nothing but pure trust in their eyes that can only be earned with respect. She’d done something to earn their loyalty, and that meant she wasn’t quite how we’d perceived her. Nico would call it a lie, but the truth is we’d made our own assumptions, and she hadn’t corrected them.

      Nico took a step toward her, but she completely ignored him. She walked away with Brian, head down, discussing the plan in quiet voices. Heat went to my dick. She was fucking hot bossing her guys around like that.

      A tinge of unease trickled through me, replacing the heat. I couldn’t imagine Sophie pulling in the same respect. Rae had been trained for this, and Sophie purposely left in the dark. Wasn’t that kind of what Nico had been bitching about for the last couple of weeks?

      Before I could think too deeply on that, Nico’s voice started barking orders, and our men finally fell into place beside Rae’s perfectly lined up crew. I smirked. It must’ve fucking killed Nico that she’d gotten her crew ready faster than him.

      The Gentlemen and Mount Summer crew were split down the middle by a two-foot gap, as if touching would somehow burn them into an early grave. Rush stepped forward to give them their orders, but Rae cut him off standing in front of both our men. She looked at both groups of men, setting herself up as the supreme leader. “I want everyone in the back of one truck. We’ll brief you on the way.”

      Mount Summer was quick to move, but the Gentlemen remained. Glancing between Rae and Nico, unsure if they should listen. Rae glared at them, tone sharp as she snapped. “Now.”

      They moved fast, grabbing their gear and loading into the truck. Rae spun on us, giving a wicked, knowing smile.

      Nico stepped up close to Rae, clearly using his height to try to regain control over her. “You’ve been keeping secrets, Raegan.”

      Rae laughed and stepped back to maintain eye contact. “I’m Jimmy’s daughter. What else did you expect?”

      My own eyes grew wide. It was like a Discovery Channel documentary about lions fighting for dominance. I glanced over at Rush, muttering out of the corner of my mouth. “I know this isn’t the time, but I would pay to watch this shit play out. We could sell tickets.”

      She looked between us, smiling at me, when she noticed my smirk. “Awe, but that wouldn’t be a fair fight.”

      With those parting words, she headed for the truck and hauled herself in without any help.

      Nico’s eyes bugged out of his head. “Fucking idiots,” he spat. “I told you she wasn’t just tits and ass. I knew Jimmy trained her, and no one fucking listened to me.”

      Anger boiled in my stomach at that comment. Nico never meant half the shit he said, but still. I glanced at Rush, who glared at Nico. I wondered how pissed Nico would be if he knew just how much more she meant to Rush and me than a piece of ass.

      “We heard you, man. It just didn’t matter,” Rush said, glaring daggers at him.

      “Of course, it fucking matters.” Nico was literally turning purple. I kept telling him he was going to have a fucking heart attack. “Now you’ve both crossed the line and who the fuck knows what she learned.”

      My smile broadened on my face as I followed her to the truck, calling back over my shoulder. “Sure. Only Rush and I crossed that line. Stab anyone lately, bro?”

      I leaned against the metal wall of the truck next to a line of Gentlemen. No one was speaking much, all looking warily around at the men from the opposite side. Hopefully that would end as soon as Rae started the briefing.

      Rush sighed loudly as he leapt up into the truck and came to stand beside me. “What do you think? Does that make the top twenty shit-fits he’s thrown this year?”

      I glanced out at Nico, who was now shouting at someone on his cellphone. “Nah. Not enough shooting.” I shrugged. “I bet you by the end of the month the top five will all be Raegan-centric.”

      Rush shook his head. “I’m not taking that bet. That’s definitely true.”
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        * * *

      

      The drive to the warehouse district took a decent thirty minutes, giving us plenty of time to give out orders.

      Rae stood in front of them, swaying on her feet as the truck moved and bumped with the road. “We’re headed to The Trilogy’s warehouse. They have a large shipment of guns that we’re going to take back. It’s going to be heavily guarded, so you have to take this job seriously. No fucking around. The plan is to flank the building and take it from every side, corralling anyone in there for an easy take out. It’s essential we move fast. Not a single Trilogy can have time to signal out.”

      Her eyes scanned over the men, making sure everyone was paying attention. Her voice dropped low, and seriousness took over. “They’re preparing for war, and this might be our only shot to cut them off at the pass.” She looked sexy as hell giving them orders. Even the Gentlemen were riveted.

      The men made sounds of approval. Ready to do what it would take to get the job done. A slice of doubt ran through me as I scanned the men, some of which were barely old enough to be here. If this job went south, we’d be fucked.

      Rae cut off my morbid thoughts. “I need a crew on the roof of the adjoining building. The gap between them is a few feet wide. You’ll have to jump it.”

      One of the Gentlemen scoffed at the command, looking at her like she was delusional.

      I laughed, taking a step forward, ready to rip him a part, but Nico beat me to it. “She can jump it and she’s half your height. Get your shit together or get the fuck out.”

      Brian stepped forward and said. “I’ve got the roof handled.” He smirked at Nico. “We’re not afraid of heights.”

      Rush split our men into four teams of seven. Brian would take the roof. Patrick was around back. Anthony took control of the team headed to the east side. Rush and I took the west.

      Which left the front for Nico and Rae. I was fucking pissed that we would be split up, but there was no way I was going to step in and undermine Nico and Rae. They already seemed out to one-up each other. No need to throw gasoline on the fire.

      If I didn’t know better, I’d think this was some kind of twisted foreplay, but that could never happen. Too bad too. When he wasn’t fucking screaming, Nico was the most fun to share girls with. Fucker was insane.

      The sound of rain tinged off the roof. It was going to be miserable out there, but it would give us an advantage on the Trilogy men who no doubt would be hiding to seek shelter instead of out in their designated spots.

      The truck pulled up a half a block up the road from the warehouse. Out of sight from their men. The men snapped into action, moving to their places under the cover of night, but my eyes stayed on Rae. A shiver ran through her I doubted had anything to do with the cold air. Tonight was going to be dangerous. There was no way around it: men would die. Hopefully all of them Trilogy.

      Rush beat me to her and cupped the sides of her face. Her lungs rose with deep breaths. His gaze pinned on hers, voice was barely above a whisper. “You don’t have to do this, Firecracker. We’ve got it.”

      I couldn’t agree with him more, but my smile was wide, knowing he was in a load of shit now.

      She turned, narrowing her eyes at him. His features diluted in the dark. “Don’t underestimate me.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “Never dream of it.”

      We were running out of time, and I wouldn’t wait a second longer. I walked up to them and lined up to her side, boxing her in. “It’s go time, Little Thief. Do you remember what to do?”

      She gave me a side eyed glance, but answered, “Wait for Nico to kill the two guards before I follow. Head straight through the door.”

      I nodded before slamming my mouth into hers in a swift kiss that sent heat to my toes, then I jumped out of the truck. It was a struggle not to look back, but I had to shut that part off in me if we were going to have a shot of winning this.

      Rush hopped down beside me, eyes fixed on mine. Rivulets of rain soaking his hair. “Anything happens. Get her out first.”

      I nodded. “Even if it kills me, brother.”

      “Don’t fucking die. It’s a simple job. In and out.” His voice didn’t hold the surety it had with his men. We both knew how fast a job could go south.
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      “Wait here,” Nico hissed under his breath, throwing one look back at me.

      I took a steadying breath, shoving down the nausea that roiled in my stomach as my gaze followed the two guards stationed at the front entrance.

      Nico grabbed my chin, forcing me to look at him. His dark eyes bore into mine, his fingers cutting into my skin just hard enough to sting. “Raegan, are you listening to me?”

      His tone raised every bit of defiant energy in me, and I shook off his grip. “How many times do I have to tell you, Nicolai? I don’t take orders well.”

      “It’s not an order, it’s a request. Stay here.” He looked lost for a second. “Please.”

      My eyes widened, but I nodded, stepping back. Nico gave me one last warning look before taking off around the corner of the building.

      He kept to the shadows, crouched low. He’d left his fancy sniper rifle at home and was carrying a sawed-off shotgun I was pretty sure he’d borrowed from Brian. He looked a little less GQ and a little more like the townies I’d grown up with. If the result of our families working together was that the Gentlemen started carrying harder weapons it could’a been worse. A lot worse.

      I watched the shadows, listening for the telltale sound of the shotgun going off that would let me know Nico had taken out the guard. Nervous energy coursed through me, rising goosebumps on my skin.

      Then… Fuck… fuck… fuck!

      Two more men strode out of the front entrance and turned in the direction Nico had gone. They were going to see him and sound the alarm.

      I danced on my feet, nervous energy coursing through my veins. I agreed to stay here, but fuck it, there was no way I could watch Nico get jumped. I pulled my six-inch blade out of its sheath and raced after the guards, sticking close to the shadowed wall. Without stopping to think about the fact that he was double my size, I pounced on the man closest to me.

      He struggled against my weight, around his neck, and I grunted out my air when he slammed my back against the wall, drawing the attention of the last guard. I lifted my blade and shoved it through his neck, millimeters above where my arm held onto him. It wasn’t a clean cut, but he dropped to his knees swiftly.

      The other guard was on me in seconds, slamming his foot into my shoulder. I flew back, landing hard on my ass. His grin showed his white teeth in a wicked smile as he raised a gun to my face. Well, fuck, this was how it was going to end. Funny, I always thought if I was going to get shot it would be by an Esposito. My eyes widened as a shotgun blast rang through the quiet of the ally between the warehouses. A split second later, blood sprayed across my face and torso as the guard’s head exploded before my eyes.

      I spluttered, shocked, as the now mutilated body fell to the ground, revealing a furious Nico. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, Rabbit?”

      I smiled up at him and climbed to my feet, trying not to think about the bits of brain matter dripping down my face. “Saving your ass. I think the words you’re looking for are ‘thank you.’”

      He stepped toward me and looked like he wanted to kill me. “What is it going to take for you to follow directions?”

      I dipped past him smirking, “We don’t have time for this, Grumpy.”

      He grumbled something unintelligible under his breath but didn’t reply as he followed me toward the now unguarded warehouse door.

      The warehouse was brightly lit by giant fluorescent lights, and I had to blink several times before my eyes adjusted to the sudden brightness. I paused in the doorway, and Nico practically slammed into me. Growling in frustration, he looped one arm around my waist and picked me up, dragging me unceremoniously out of the way. “Stick to the damn plan.”

      I rolled my eyes and huffed in exasperation. He needed to calm down. Beck was right, Nico was going to give himself an ulcer.

      I hadn’t gotten a good look at the warehouse the last time we were here. I pushed down the memories of the fear I felt that day and scanned the place, taking in every detail. It was a large, open floor plan filled with huge crates and aisles of shipping pallets. The upper level had railed in walkways on three sides that overlooked the main floor. I could just make out the hall with the office we’d broken into on the left side. There were two large bay doors that stood open so Anthony could back our truck inside. The whole place reminded me of a Costco, or a very dirty IKEA.

      Anthony parked the van halfway through the huge loading doors, and five Mount Summer men immediately started lifting crates of guns into the back.

      “Can you let go of me?” I pushed at Nico’s arm, trying to free myself from his tight grip around my waist so I could go help.

      He ignored me, instead screaming directions to various Gentlemen to spread out around the warehouse so loudly his voice rang in my ears. The Gentlemen searched for any hidden guards. It wasn’t until we heard the all clear that Nico dropped me so I could join the men.

      “Asshole,” I muttered, straightening my shirt.

      “Brat.”

      “You’re making me look weak in front of the crew.”

      “Good.” He smiled that rare genuine smile, and I blinked a few times, momentarily stunned. Jesus Christ, that really wasn’t fair.

      I rolled my eyes and joined the men in the middle of the room, not bothering to even pretend I could lift one of the heavy crates. I crossed my arms and watched the men as they hauled ass to get them loaded into the truck. None of us wanted to stay any longer than we had to. It felt too easy, too quiet.

      A Gentlemen with bright blue eyes looked up to me, a glint of excitement in his eyes. He looked younger than me. It was possibly his first job, and it was a big one. I smiled encouragingly and then wondered why the hell I’d done that. He wasn’t one of my guys.

      I turned away, watching the Mount Summer crew in the truck again. Something seemed off.

      I counted. One, two… five… twelve...

      “Nico,” I called. “Do you have everyone?”

      Nico looked up at me from across the room. “What?”

      I started doing the math and counted our men. Then I did it again. We were short at least ten men. Everyone who had gone to the roof, they were missing.

      I opened my mouth to call out in warning, but never got the chance. A loud crack sounded through the warehouse. Then another, and another.

      The young Gentlemen directly in front of me slammed to the ground, bright blue eyes lifeless. Fuck.

      I looked up quickly to see where the bullets had come from, and a scream died in my throat. Countless Trilogy members, clad in full army gear, repelled from the ceiling. Bullets exploded through every corner of the building.

      Fear drenched over me, my lungs paralyzed, unable to take my next breath as chaos erupted everywhere. Men screamed as bullets ripped through them, while others ducked for cover. The corner of the wood crate beside me splintered, sending shards into my arm. The pain jolted me from my trance. I didn’t have time to be scared. I had to get cover. I ducked behind the crate, taking on heavy fire, and took three heaping breaths to calm my heart. Okay, I needed to think.

      They ambushed us from all directions, prepared for this attack. They clearly knew we were coming, which meant there was still a mole in our ranks. Possibly several. I had to signal my men to get out of here, but the heavy gunfire pinned everyone down. Many of our crew were already dead. Some of us were wearing ballistic vests, but even those wouldn’t withstand everything.

      A shadow moved to my right, and I lifted my gun to it, finger on the trigger.

      “Careful with that, Little Thief. I just found something worth living for.” Beck’s back slammed into the crate next to me, breaths coming out in rapid pants. He pulled out his guns and checked his bullets. He looked at me, eyes serious. “We’ve got to get you out. We’re sitting ducks here.” He growled in frustration, pulling at the ends of his hair, and pointed at the far side exit. We’d have to run through the open floor to get there.

      I shook my head no. “That’s suicide. We’ve got to go around back.” I was wearing a level three ballistic vest. I could withstand several hits. Presuming the Trilogy wasn’t shooting with anything above a 7.2ml round, and they didn’t get a headshot. If we ran out into open fire, the chances of a direct hit went up astronomically.

      Beck’s hand came up to cup my chin, and he placed a feather-light kiss over my mouth. “I’m going to cover you. You’ll make it. The guys already made it out, find them and get the fuck out of here.” His eyes searched over my face, taking in every detail. “I’ll be right behind you.”

      My heart hammered in my chest, darting from his eyes to his very thin t-shirt. Idiot wasn’t wearing a vest. He wouldn’t make it. He wouldn’t get out of this warehouse.

      “Fuck that,” I hissed, anger heating through my veins. “You boys better learn to stop treating me like some damsel in distress.” I repositioned myself to see the warehouse while taking on the least risk of being shot in the head. Random gunshots rang out instead of the constant barrage of noise. My mind cleared as I took in the scene.

      Trilogy members darted between the crates, picking off our men one by one. Three men walked down our row, inching their way closer to Beck and I. At some point it wouldn’t matter what we did. We’d be dead.

      I squeezed Beck’s hand. “Give me five minutes.”

      He held me firmly in place. “Where the hell do you think you’re going?”

      “To save our asses,” I bit out.

      His grip tightened. “Like fucking hell you are. Get your ass to that door, and I’ll cover you. That’s how you’re getting out.”

      “No. That’s how you get yourself killed.”

      He groaned in frustration as I yanked on my arm. “Let me go, Beck.”

      “Rae, I need you to get out of here.” He clenched his jaw as his eyes bored into mine.

      I pointed my gun at his chest and watched his eyes go round. “I said, let me fucking go.”

      He laughed in this entirely too fucked up situation. “I’m not afraid you’re going to shoot me. You couldn’t do it on day one, you’re not going to do it now.”

      He was right. I didn’t shoot him. I brought the butt of the gun down on his hand, hard, and cringed when he groaned. His fingers loosened, and I pulled hard from his grip. I leapt up, dashing down the tight passage behind the furthest row of crates and the wall. The closer I got to the front of the building, the tighter the space became, until Beck couldn’t follow. My heart thudded in my ears as I squeezed between the two crates closest to the still half-loaded truck.

      I took a deep breath and darted out in the direction of the truck, dropping to my side to slide underneath in one smooth motion. I would’ve been proud of that move if I wasn’t still doing my best not to die. I lay flat on my belly and inched my way up to the front of the truck. Each second felt like an hour. Beck didn’t have minutes. Any second, the Trilogy guys would find where he was hiding and shoot him.

      I scanned the area, ignoring the freezing ground against my stomach. Outside, Nico and Rush stood by one of the trucks, surrounded by half a dozen dead bodies. Jesus Christ, the way they’d mowed down those Trilogy members looked like a damn video game.

      I sighed in relief. At least they’d made it.

      I continued moving toward the front of the truck when movement caught my attention in the corner of my eye. Three Trilogy men crept around the corner of a row of crates. My heart thundered in my chest, fear dropping to my stomach. From that angel, Nico and Rush wouldn’t see them in time.

      Without thinking, I rolled from under the truck, simultaneously pulling out my gun. I paused an infinitesimal second to breathe and line up the shot, then fired off three rounds in quick succession.

      The men dropped to the ground like broken dolls, their skulls splattering across the crates behind them. I let out the breath I’d been holding.

      Rush and Nico turned to gape at me, both their expressions traveling through what I would call the five stages of what-the-fuckery: Confusion, Denial, Anger, Rage, Lust.

      “What the hell are you doing? Don’t just stand there, get in the truck,” I snapped and used the large bar attached to the side of the driver’s door to haul myself up into the driver's seat.

      Please, please, please. My hand touched the keys, still in the ignition, and I let out my breath in a whoosh.

      I could see most of the Trilogy men in the open pointing their guns where I had left Beck. Ice filled my veins and raised pin pricks on my skin. Please let him be alive.

      In the rearview window, I saw Rush and Nico get in the back of the van. I gripped the steering wheel with one hand. It was now or never. I shifted into reverse, grateful for the year my dad made me do runs for him, and gunned the gas.

      The weight of the truck flattened the Trilogy men like bowling pins, and Beck and Nico sent a barrage of bullets into the ones left standing.

      I heard a loud whistle, and Rush’s voice filled the warehouse. “Get in the fucking truck.”

      The truck shook as men climbed into the back and three hard raps on the back of the cab told me to take off. I heard the door roll down moments before I gunned it out of the building and rounded the next corner.

      We drove out of the warehouse area, safely away from any attack, and my breath returned to normal. Rush banged on the window separating the back from the driver's seat and I slid it open with one hand, keeping a tight grip on the wheel. His enormous frame barely fit through it as he crashed beside me in the passenger seat.

      “Where the hell did you come from, Firecracker?” He had a wide smile across his mouth as he watched me.

      “You’re wildest dreams,” I said, echoing Beck’s words from what felt like years ago, but had really only been a few weeks.

      “We’ve got a surprise for you,” he said.

      “Yeah?”

      “Not really. Well, kind of. Not a fun surprise though.”

      I raised my eyebrows at him in the rearview mirror. “Well spit it out, I don’t know how many more ‘surprises’ I can handle tonight.”

      “Take the truck and the men back to Mount Summer, then we have another mission. We’ve got an extra passenger on board back there.”

      “What?” I squawked, turning my whole body to look at him, which wasn’t altogether that safe while driving an enormous truck.

      “Eyes on the road, Firecracker.” He reached over and squeezed my leg. “Beck found a friend in the warehouse. We’re going to have to take a brief detour to the crematory.”

      “Where?”

      His mouth became a grim line. “You’ll see soon.”

      My heart beat against my chest. Nothing good ever came from an intro like that.
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      The moment we arrived at Mount Summer, Nico jumped out of the back of the truck and strode around to pull me out of the cab. He steered me toward the Range Rover we’d arrived in. “Come on.”

      “Let go of me, you fucking caveman.” I slapped his arm. “What’s going on?”

      I whipped my head around, searching for Beck and Rush, and gasped. Beck was jumping out of the back of the truck, but he wasn’t alone. He was dragging a man I sort of recognized, bound and gagged with zip ties.

      “Who is that?” I asked harshly.

      “Emilio. You met him at my mother’s house. Beck found him among the Trilogy men and grabbed him for us.”

      My eyes widened. “What, does he just carry zip ties?”

      Nico’s smile was mean, reminding me a lot of Giovanna. “Yes.”

      He swung open the passenger side door to the car and climbed in. I yelped as he tugged me onto his lap, wrapping one arm around my waist and pulled the door closed with the other.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I shrieked as Rush got into the driver’s side and started the engine.

      Nico just squeezed me tighter. “There’s nowhere else for you to sit. I’m not putting you in the back with that piece of shit and I don’t want to put him in the trunk where we can’t see him.”

      I looked in the backseat where Beck was shoving the bound and gagged man into the seat behind us and climbing in after him. This entire night was a trip.

      “Put me in the trunk,” I deadpanned, totally serious.

      I needed some physical space. I’d always known I was a sick fuck for being turned on by guys with guns. I was not aware until this moment that I was apparently also into homicidal rage. I’d backed over at least twenty men with a truck, and then watched the guys take out another dozen with machine guns. That had to be a situational turn on, right? I couldn’t possibly be that fucked up.

      “Don’t be fucking stupid.” Nico pulled me tighter against his chest, shifting into a more comfortable position. “Anyway, you don’t have to worry, Raegan. You might have these two pussy-whipped, but I’m not interested.”

      Rush snorted a laugh, and my face grew warm. “If you say that enough times, I just might believe you.”

      Nico didn’t reply, instead loosening his arm so I could relax slightly. At least I wasn't straddling him this time.

      “Where are we going?” I asked as Rush drove out of the city limits and over the toll bridge.

      I pushed up on Nico’s shoulder, craning my neck around to see the city lights disappearing out the rear window. He made a muffled sound in the back of his throat as I sat back down.

      “Morningside,” Rush said, referring to a small nearby suburb.

      “Why?” I raised an eyebrow.

      Rush looked over at me. “We always clean up our messes there.”

      In the back seat, Emilio was waking up. He whimpered through his gag and Beck punched him. “Shut up.”

      Twenty minutes later we pulled up outside a huge white Victorian looking house on a pretty, tree-lined street. Even though it was well past 2:00AM, street lamps lit the whole place up. Only rich neighborhoods without crime had streetlamps. This neighborhood was pleasant—way too nice to be the kind of place where you stashed dead bodies. Or, in our case, turned people into dead bodies.

      I raised an eyebrow at Rush. “I don’t get it.”

      It was Nico who answered, though. He physically grabbed my chin and turned it toward the window, pointing at something outside. “Look.”

      It was dark, and even by the light of the streetlamps. It took me a second to see what he was getting at. Finally, I saw it. A big white wooden sign outside the house read: Mahoney and Sons Funeral Home and Crematory. I shook off Nico’s hand and pushed open the car door, hopping out onto the sidewalk. Even the sidewalks here were paved evenly. Fuck. What kind of town was this?

      Beck stepped out of the car as well, dragging the struggling traitor with him. “Come on, Little Thief, we don’t want to hang out on the street too long.”

      “What is this place?”

      “Exactly what it looks like. It’s a funeral home. Damn useful for getting rid of dead bodies, let me tell you.”

      My mouth fell open. “Do you guys own this place?”

      “No.” Rush came up behind me. “Mahoney is a loyal member of the crew. Leaves the back door open for us.”

      The man whimpered again, and Beck elbowed him in the nose hard enough that blood dripped down his bruised face. I winced. That looked painful.

      Our little group marched around the side of the funeral home and came up to a back door. Rush led the way inside, and I gasped. Where a normal house would have had a cellar, this house had a fully functioning morgue. A huge cremation machine took up two-thirds of the room, while metal gurneys lay empty against another wall. A large industrial sized freezer stood at the back, like the type you would see in a restaurant kitchen. I glanced around in awe, my eyes catching on a huge shelf of little urns, all meticulously labeled.

      “What the hell is this?” I blurted out.

      “Like we said, it’s a funeral home,” Rush replied. “How do you think bodies get disposed of normally?”

      “Who were they?” I pointed out the shelves of cremated remains.

      “Homeless and indigent dead. Mahoney handles unclaimed bodies on contract for the city.”

      I swallowed thickly. “That's sad.”

      “That’s life,” Nico said sharply. “At least Mahoney handles it with dignity. Practically every city in America has some private funeral home that takes care of unclaimed dead like this, there’s no public system in place for it.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “How many of those are because of you guys?”

      He smiled darkly. “Surprisingly, not as many as you would think.”

      I glanced back at Beck and Rush, who pinned the writhing man to the gurney. Realization seeped in. He was one of the guys from the party. The last person I’d lifted a phone from. The fucker had set me up for the kidnapping.

      Rush bent the asshole’s arms back in an awkward angle and Beck zip tied him in place. I grimaced at the sound of his screams, and Beck’s eyes met mine with worry.

      His jaw tensed and fist clenched at his side. “Is there any way I can convince you to wait in the car, Little Thief?”

      “Not a chance.” I schooled my features. I wouldn’t give him a reason to wonder if I judged him.

      He nodded his head, but his eyes lingered on mine, eyebrows pinched, still full of concern. My chest tightened, and I took a step toward him.

      Nico stepped between us, barking at Beck. “Get a move on. We don’t want to be here all night.”

      Beck took one last look at me and turned his back on me. His entire body went rigid, colder, more in control. He pulled out a black bag, placing it on a table within the captive’s sight.

      Rush stepped into me, hand cupping the back of my neck, thumb grazing over the skin there. I shook him off, stepping forward, riveted by what Beck was doing. A dark door opened inside of me, and a thrill trembled through my body.

      I wanted this man to pay. They’d fucking taken me, planned, God knows what. I wanted to hear him squeal as Beck punished him for everything he’d done.

      Beck laid out his instruments, tidying them in a neat line. He grabbed one, turning toward the traitor strapped to the table, and I got a glimpse of his face. Gone was the playful Beck I’d grown closer to than I was ready to admit, replaced by an icy shell of a person. His eyes, black voids, lips tipped up in a sinister smile.

      I took another step toward him, but Rush wrapped around me and pulled me back, whispering in my ear. “Not right now, he’s not the same person you know.”

      I didn’t believe that for a second, but I didn’t attempt to move again.

      Beck lifted his hand, and that’s when I noticed a blowtorch there. He lit it and the man strapped to the gurney eyes went wide, and he desperately pulled at his straps. His arms were twisted in a way that each time he moved, it looked like he was going to dislocate his own shoulders, effectively constraining his motion.

      The blow torch was inches away from the man. Any type of badass gang armor vanished as he started screaming. “Help! Fucking somebody help!”

      Beck chuckled. “Good luck with that,” and lowered the torch over his chest. Almost immediately, the stench of burning skin hit my nose. I lifted my shirt to cover it but didn’t look away.

      Beck took his time, meticulous in drawing out the maximum pain. The captive’s eyes glossed over, and Beck lifted the torch from him. Placing some sort of vial beneath the guy’s nose. His eyes went wide, snapping back to attention. Beck’s normally beautiful hazel eyes were dark as night, and he smiled viscously down at Emilio. “We’re going to hunt down every single last one of you that tried to steal her from us.” His voice was edged, and a shiver ran down my spine. “And enjoy cutting you up and making you scream until all of you learn the lesson that you don’t fuck with the Gentlemen, and you definitely don’t fuck with what’s ours.”

      “Please, I didn’t do it. They asked me to get her out of the building, that’s it. I didn’t know they were going to grab her.” Wrong fucking answer. The guy strapped to the gurney’s voice shook, and he looked at me. “I didn’t mean it. I’m sorry, I swear I didn’t mean it.”

      My lips tipped up. It was the first time Beck looked at me. Waiting to hear what I would say. My smile turned wicked, and I met Beck’s eyes. “Take your time…and make it hurt.”

      Beck returned my smile, and the guy on the gurney screamed. Beck grabbed a thin blade, cutting a perfect 4x8 rectangle into the man’s chest. He reached back and grabbed a small, flat tool. He worked it beneath the skin, peeling it back in a perfect piece. Barely any blood came out as he carefully took off the top layer. I couldn’t look away from the man desperately trying to escape. Beck leered down at him, not a hint of empathy in his gaze.

      “You want information?” The guy practically spewed out his next words. “The Hatter called me to his office. It’s on the corner of Park Street and Union Drive.” I looked toward Nico, who was already on the phone relaying the information to someone. When Beck didn’t say anything, the guy spoke faster. “All I’ve heard is they pit local gangs against each other in order to take new territory. Rumor is they bombed the hotel to make the Espositos attack Mount Summer.”

      That shouldn’t have surprised me. It’s exactly what would’ve happened if we hadn’t already been talking to each other. Well they had been. They left me completely in the dark.

      Beck made more cuts, but it became clear that was all the guy knew. He looked relieved when Beck finally killed him. Beck looked at me, eyes still cold as his gaze passed through me. Rush’s words drifted through my head. That he wasn’t the Beck I knew, but I couldn’t believe that. This was just another part of him. My heart ached at the thought of what created it.

      The floor was soaked in blood, a mess that was bound to take hours to clean. I spotted a mop and bucket nearby and reached for them. Rush grasped my hand. “We’ve already called in the clean-up crew.”

      My fingers entwined with his, following him to the door, but I stopped the second I realized Beck wasn’t coming with us. My chest tightened at the thought of leaving him like this. Alone with his demons, only to snap out of it with no one there.

      Rush stepped into me, lips grazing my ear. “He needs time, he’ll follow once the clean-up crew gets here.”

      I didn’t want to leave him, didn’t want him to think for a second that this changed anything. He was still the Beck I knew, I just see the whole him now, and I wasn’t afraid.

      Nico barked from the doorway. “Let’s fucking go.”

      My attention snapped from Beck, anger raised to the surface, tired of Nico giving me yet another order.

      I went to say something, but Rush tugged on my hand and kissed the top of my head. “Not here.”

      He lifted me into the Rover’s back seat and kept me on his lap, tracing soft circles on the side of my exposed hip. I let my body relax into him.

      They’d shared this with me. It would give my father leverage against them to be able to expose where they got rid of their kills, but I couldn’t wrap my head around telling him. The lines were blurred, and the hate that had driven me faded.

      I was no longer sure how I was going to work against them.
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      I took a shower the second I got home. A sick feeling coated my skin, and I scrubbed hard until it felt like I took the top layer off.

      In the moment, the torture didn’t bother me, but my rational brain snapped back in the time it took to drive to the hotel. Rush, and even Nico, tried to get me to stay with them. Both of their brows pinched together as they looked me over. I understood their concern. I was a mess, but the only person I wanted to see was Beck. I listened for him to return to his room as I put on comfy shorts and the shirt he’d left here the last time he’d stayed with me, and skipped the bra. I breathed in his sandalwood scent, letting it fill my lungs. One breath at a time.

      It had been nearly an hour since we arrived at the hotel. The time it took me to shower, blow dry my hair, and get dressed distracted me, but now I was left with my thoughts. An oily feeling coated my stomach at what Beck must be thinking. He’d made it no secret that he wanted to avoid me seeing him like that. That he believed it would change everything.

      His last look at me felt like he was letting go, and I wanted to scream at him. I couldn’t force myself to care that I was supposed to be his enemy. I was supposed to hate them. I didn’t, and all I cared about at that moment was he knew that. By the time I completed what felt like my hundredth lap of my room, my patience for him to get back evaporated.

      I walked into the hall and banged on the door to the left of mine. I didn’t bother with Beck’s, knowing damn well he wasn’t home. Rush opened the door nearly immediately, gaze tracking over me in concern. His eyebrows pulled together. Not a trace of the normal heat there. He stepped back, opening the door wider for me to enter, but I shook my head.

      “Where is he?”

      Rush groaned, rubbing both hands over his face. “You need to give him time. He’ll come around once he gets used to you seeing this part of him.”

      “And you’re just leaving him to do that alone?” Anger cut my voice, and I struggled not to slap him. Beck was their brother, and he was obviously suffering.

      Rush’s eyes met mine. Pain pierced through them. “You don’t think I fucking tried? He wouldn’t listen to me, wouldn’t stay in my vicinity. He needs time, Rae.”

      His use of my first name brought me out of the haze of my anger. Rush looked awful. It chewed him up, knowing that Beck was lost. I had to make Beck understand nothing had changed, that he was the same person to me. Not tainted by what he did.

      “Where is he, Rush?” I asked, voice firm.

      Rush groaned, tugging at his hair, eyes searching mine. He exhaled a long breath. “He’s on the roof. Be gentle with him.”

      I nodded, not having the words to respond to that, and stepped into the elevator. My heart skipped with every second it took to reach the roof, not sure what I would face once I got there. When the doors opened, the place was plunged in near complete darkness. The only light provided by the surrounding city. I carefully walked through the lounge area, searching for him.

      I spotted a bag right on the edge of the roof. Beck sat on a small ledge jutting out from the side of the building, only a thin bar preventing someone from tumbling over. My heart hammered as I approached. I wasn’t afraid of heights, but I wasn’t an idiot.

      Beck’s gaze was pinned on the city. He didn’t move as I sank to my knees behind him. His low voice cut through that. “Go away, Rae.”

      What the hell was with these boys using my name tonight? The distance they were trying to put between us was what I should’ve been doing but couldn’t. I placed my hand in-between his bare shoulders and he flinched. My teeth ached from clenching them so hard. I needed him to look at me. Needed him to know we were alright.

      “Dammit, Beck. Look at me,” I pleaded.

      Beck sniffed, and my fingers curled into his back. “You need to leave me alone. I’m entirely too fucked up to do this with you.”

      “Do what with me?”

      “It’s over, right?” He took a long sip from the bottle of Jack in his hand. “Whatever the fuck this was.”

      “What if I don’t want it to be over?” I felt laid bare, speaking what I wouldn’t admit even to myself.

      “I’m a fucking monster. You should be scared as hell of me right now. Fuck, you are scared as hell of me right now.” His back went rigid beneath my palm. He was pushing me away, already on the defensive. He was the one who was scared.

      I scoffed. “The only thing I’m scared of right now is the six hundred-foot drop in front of us.”

      He inhaled a deep breath in and blew it out. The tension in his shoulders relaxing.

      “Look at me,” I said, voice trembling, needing him to see me. That I wasn’t afraid.

      He placed the bottle of Jack on the ground beside him and turned toward me, eyes lowered. My heart pounded, and I had to steel myself to say the next words that no member of Mount Summer should ever say to a Gentlemen.

      “I trust you.” My voice wavered, but I got the words out.

      His eyes searched mine, some of the hazel returning. He scanned over my face, his voice rough. “You shouldn’t.”

      Fuck. I’d always believed you should listen to what people tell you about themselves. That when they warned you, they were telling the truth, but I couldn’t be afraid of him. Not for what he’d done.

      “I trust you.” This time my words came out strong. No room for doubt.

      Beck lifted onto his knees, his foot clipping the bottle, sending it rolling to the edge. His hand darted out, catching it at the last possible second.

      A shudder ran through me at the thought of anything tipping over. Beck followed my gaze to the city below us. “You can’t tell me you’re afraid of heights.”

      I laughed. “It’s not the heights parts that scare me. It’s the plummeting to my death part that has me thinking twice.”

      “You’re telling me that the thief who scaled four stories, doesn’t want to get close to the edge?” Beck’s eyes lightened with every word, and the corner of his lips tipped up. He wrapped both hands around my ankles, where I sat behind him, and slid me toward him.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I laughed, kicking off his hands.

      “You trust me?” he asked, gaze landing on my mouth.

      I licked my lips, and his eyes hooded over. There was an electric undercurrent to the conversation, and I felt it pulling me under. “Yes.”

      Beck pressed his forehead to mine, and his hands slid up the back of my legs, tightening around my thighs. “Prove it.” He pulled me onto the ledge until he knelt between my legs.

      My body shook, adrenaline sparking down my nerves. Surrounded by open night air, my fingers trembled as I choked on fear, unable to take in breaths, panic setting the pace of my pulse.

      Beck’s body moved in front of mine, blocking out my view of the city beyond. I stared at him, like he was the only thing tethering me to this earth. He lowered his head and ran his nose up the curve of my neck, humming in his throat. I closed my eyes and tried to block out my surroundings. My gaze snapped open when it felt like the world moved from under me.

      “Do you know why I’m so good at what I do?” Beck’s lips grazed my ear, pulling my attention back to him. His tongue traced the sensitive shell and he bit the soft lobe, turning all the pinprick energy into flames. My hands dug into his hair as the adrenaline from fear mixed with the heat his touch poured into me.

      He moved his mouth so close I could feel each word on my lips. “Because I know exactly how much a person can take.”

      His mouth crashed into mine, demanding I open to him. Fucking gladly.

      My fingers tightened in his hair, and I deepened the kiss, pulling him down on top of me. He smiled against my lips, hips pushing into me, and grasped both of my wrists in one hand and held them in place. The other hand gripped my jaw. Not hard enough to hurt, but he had my full attention.

      “Do you really trust me?” he said, hazel gaze hovering over mine.

      I nodded and said, voice raspy, “Yes.”

      “Good.” His voice was rough, and he descended, placing one gentle kiss on my lips. His hand reached down to the bottom of my shirt hem, slowly shifting it up, exposing my naked breast. I arched my back, giving him room to move my shirt up. He rewarded me by pressing his hips harder against my core. We groaned in tandem as warmth soaked between my thighs.

      I tugged at his hand holding my wrists as a consuming need filled me, but he held me firmly in place.

      Beck lifted his body from mine. Instantly, cold air pebbled my skin. He pulled the shirt over my face until only my mouth was exposed. I was plunged in darkness, and icy hot fear pushed through me, my heart hammering in my chest when he didn’t move to remove it further. He’d blindfolded me, trapping my arms in my own shirt, and secured it above my head.

      I trembled, exposed to him. The air did nothing to cool my heated skin. His lips grazed over mine.

      “Are you okay?” He placed soft kisses along my neck, drawing all my attention to the only place we connected.

      Was I okay? I was several hundred feet in the air, blindfolded, and held to the point where I was helpless to him. It felt like the world shifted below me, with no way to sense where I was. A shiver ran through me as his hand ran up the tender skin of my side, barely grazing my breast. I was more than okay. He was driving me mad, and I hadn’t been lying. I did trust him.

      “I’d be better if you were touching me,” I said, voice rough with want.

      He chuckled, and his body pressed into me. His burning skin replaced the cool air of the night, and I moaned when his lips took mine in a painfully gentle touch. I writhed beneath him, wanting to take control, to set the pace, but I was firmly held in place.

      Fear slipped into my skin, sending energy ricocheting in me, but he deepened the kiss, driving every thought from my head. Replaced by a need so strong it was quickly becoming painful.

      I pressed my hips into his, taking what I could, and he groaned, grinding down against me. His kisses turned frantic as he thrust his tongue into my mouth at the same tempo of his hips. I was lost to him. No other thoughts except the overwhelming need between us. He pulled from my mouth, panting above me, and I lifted my head to suck on his piercing, biting his lip hard enough to draw blood. He groaned and bucked harder against my core.

      His mouth descended to my neck and sucked hard on the exact same spot as Rush, branding me as his. It should have been painful, but it just added to my complete loss of self to him. Both men owned me more than they should.

      His mouth dropped lower, leaving a trail of wet open mouth kisses as he went. He rested his weight against me and cupped both breasts in his hands. Fuck.

      I grinned as the ache between my legs turned painful. His wet mouth sucked on my nipple at the same time as his thumb pressed hard over the other. I sucked in a breath, need driving me mad. I whimpered and felt him smile against the sensitive skin of my breast. He knew exactly what he was doing to me. How hard he was pushing me over the edge. He lifted completely and slid my shorts and panties off. Leaving me completely exposed. This time, no fear tinged the moment, only wanton need.

      He moved lower. His breath fanning over my aching pussy drove me insane. Groaning, he lifted both of my legs over his shoulders and slowly licked up my slit, sending shivers down my legs. He hummed in the back of his throat and pressed his tongue flat against my sensitive clit.

      My legs shook as he worshipped my core with slow laps. Needy sounds came from my throat. I ground over his face, driven mad by the need for more he’d been building in me. Pressure grew, until my body burned with it. Eyes rolling back, I chased my release. He plunged two fingers in me while sucking hard on my clit, and I screamed out with my orgasm.

      Beck kissed his way up my stomach. He stopped placing soothing kisses on where my bruises had been and dragged his hands over every inch of my skin.

      He reached for my mouth, taking his time with languid kisses. His hips settled between mine, pressed his cock against my overly sensitive clit, and rocked into me. I bit his lip, and he groaned into my mouth.

      He pulled my shirt off, uncovering my face, and his eyes bore down on mine. Dark pools of the same desire I felt driving me.

      “Are you on birth control?” His hooded hazel eyes bore into mine, waiting for my answer.

      I nodded.

      He growled in the back of his throat, licking his lip. “Good.” He lifted and pushed his pants off. I bit my lip hard and looked at his cock. He was big. Scream for the heavens big and my mouth watered with need.

      Weeks of want had piled on for this moment. His mouth descended on mine, desperate, needy kisses sending heat directly to my pussy. His length slid between my soaked thighs, and a shiver ran through me. I felt like I would die if he didn’t push into me.

      I wrapped my legs around his waist as he nudged at my entrance until I rocked into him.

      His gaze met mine, and he smiled against my lips, plunging into me. Fuck, so full.

      I could hardly think, overwhelmed by the feel of him. He raked a hand into my hair, tightening his grip until shivers covered my body. He rocked harder, and a spark started between my legs. He increased his tempo and drew out my orgasm until I was shattering, seeing stars against him.

      My eyes rolled back when he raised me so he could hit deeper. He drove in harder, tucking his face into my neck, letting out a primal groan as he came. His hips stopped moving, and he kissed the curve of my neck gently.

      We stayed still for several moments, trying desperately to catch our breath, before he kissed the tip of my nose and slipped out of me, cleaning me with his own shirt.

      I scanned the surrounding skyline. Not an ounce of fear raised to the surface. I looked up at Beck and smiled, but he already looked at me, brows pinched, eyes serious. I sat up, and he cupped my face in both hands, dropping his forehead against mine.

      “Thank you.” He placed a kiss on the top of my head and hauled me up so that we were both standing.

      We rode the elevator down to my room, and he never let me go. I tucked my face into his chest, letting his sandalwood scent settle my soul. The elevator doors opened and both our doors loomed in front of us. I didn’t want to separate but wasn’t sure how to say that. His hand grasped mine and pulled me toward his room, opening the door with a click. He didn’t bother turning on any lights as he led me to his bedroom. Lifting me from the ground, he placed me on his bed. He tucked in behind me, covering us in blankets, and pulled me safe against his chest.

      I fell asleep to the feel of his slow, sweet kisses on my neck.
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      I dreamed confusing scenes of torture on rooftops, and the familiar smell of gunpowder and expensive shampoo. When I woke, however, it was to sunlight streaming through Beck’s bedroom windows. His colorful tattooed arms circled my waist and his chin pressed into my shoulder blade.

      My legs ached in the best possible way, and my arms burned from where I’d held them above my head for God knew how long. I would be happy for a repeat performance. Soon. Now.

      I rolled over in Beck’s arms, and the happy bubble in my stomach popped as I caught sight of the Gentlemen tattoo across his right shoulder. Fuck.

      What time was it? I glanced around for my phone and found it on the bedside table, just slightly out of reach. I stretched carefully, trying not to wake the sleeping man wrapped around me. It was 7:12AM. My dad would have expected that I at least text an update by now. I blew air through my nose, my stomach churning with anxiety.

      Goddammit. Last night had been a treasure trove of information to share with Mount Summer. Not only did I now know who the Gentlemen’s interrogator was, I knew who had been their mole. I knew how they disposed of their bodies and where. If I was honest with myself, I would examine the fact that I’d known half of that before I agreed to spy for my father, but that didn’t matter now.

      Beck stirred in his sleep, and my anxiety spiked, acid bubbling in my throat. I looked down at him, my fist clenched in the blankets. Last night changed everything. I meant it when I said I trusted him, and he believed me. Trusted that I accepted him for who he was. Fuck being enemies. Where did that leave us, though?

      I lifted his heavy arm and tried to squirm out from under it without him waking. His hand tightened on my thigh.

      He yawned. “Where are you going, Little Thief?”

      “Back to my room.” I glanced around for my t-shirt. “I need to shower and then I need to find Nico.”

      “Why?”

      I looked back at him. “It’s complicated, but you’re just going to have to trust me, okay?”

      “Yeah, okay.” He looked confused. “Want me to come with you?”

      “Uh, no. I got it.”

      I wasn’t entirely sure what I was doing yet, but a plan was starting to form as I pulled on my shorts and t-shirt.

      I took a few steps toward the door, but Beck grabbed my hand and pulled me back to where he was sitting on the bed. He kissed me hard, his teeth just grazing my bottom lip. “See you later.”

      I nodded mutely, an ache piercing my chest, hoping desperately that was true. That Nico wouldn’t throw me out, or… worse.

      I glanced at my suite door on the way to the elevators and decided to skip the shower. It didn’t really matter how clean I was or how long I procrastinated. This conversation wasn’t going to get any easier. I didn’t even know what I wanted to say. “Listen, I know we have a decade—decades really—of hate between us, and I think you might hate me half the time, but I’m kind of falling for your friends. Sometimes I think I’m falling for you too. I think I’m just fucked in the head. I don’t know, but I do know that my father is spying on you and going to fuck you over. Just thought you should know.”

      I shook my head. He was going to kill me. Literally. I’d seen him kill people for less. Fuck, I’d seen him murder a hell of a lot of furniture.

      In too-short a time, I stood outside Nico’s door. Should I knock? No, I never knocked. I rubbed my palms over my face. Jesus Christ, I was being weird.

      My pulse raced and goosebumps rose on my arms as I pushed the door open. I needed to tell him. I needed to tell him now, while I still had the nerve to do it. “Nico?”

      Nico strode out of his bedroom, looking far too put together for 7:00AM. His tie was perfectly straight, hair impeccably styled. I probably should have showered after all, in comparison my sex hair and second-day clothes were almost laughable.

      He eyed me for a second as I danced foot to foot, unable to contain my nervous energy. He took a step forward, voice low but firm. “What happened, Raegan?”

      My heart thundered in my chest. My next words could ruin everything.

      Nico took another step closer, and I had to tip my head back to see him. His eyes bore into mine, searching. His hand came up to touch my cheek.

      “What the fuck happened?” he barked, too loud for how close we were standing.

      My body tensed, and I took a step back, needing the room to breathe. “I have to tell you something.”

      I swallowed as his eyes narrowed on me. This was going to fucking hurt. I drew myself up, standing tall under his intense gaze.

      “Spit it out, Rabbit.”

      “Always telling me what to do,” I snapped back, but my voice was devoid of its usual bite.

      The corner of Nico’s lip twitched in a hint of a smile. My chest ached, knowing what I was about to tell him would fucking ruin the tentative trust we’d built. I clenched my fists at my sides, speaking through the tension in my chest. “I’ve been—”

      A loud crash sounded from next door. Nico and I both tensed, turning in unison to stare at the wall that stood between his and Sophie’s rooms.

      “Soph?” I called, tentatively, knowing she could hear me.

      My answer came in the form of a high-pitched, terrified scream.

      I felt ice drop into my veins. “Sophie!”

      I chased Nico down the hall to Sophie's room. He pulled a universal key card out of his pocket and unlocked the door, shouldering it open. Fear burned up my neck as I pushed past Nico, desperate to get to my sister.

      The room was still perfectly in order except for one glaring thing. The huge window that took up most of the far wall of the living room and overlooked the city was shattered, the gaping hole large enough for several people to fit through.

      Wind howled through the room, whipping at the curtains and blowing bits of splintered glass across the floor. I rushed forward, my heart pounding wildly, but Nico’s muscular arm wrapped around my waist, hauling me off my feet.

      “Let me go!” I screamed.

      “We’re on the fucking forty-seventh floor, Raegan. You can’t go over there.”

      I fought and thrashed against his hold. I had to know if Sophie had fallen. Had to see.

      Nico’s mouth dropped to my ear. “Stop. I’ll look.”

      “No, I need to see.”

      When I kept moving, his arm tightened further. “Fucking stop, Rabbit. We don’t have time for this.” He barked the words at me and for once I obeyed, knowing he wouldn’t let me go until I did.

      “Fine. Hurry up.” Dread dropped through my stomach all the way to the floor as I watched Nico walk to the window. Tears formed in the corner of my eyes at the possibility of him seeing Sophie’s body below.

      I held my breath as time came to a standstill. I couldn’t lose another sibling. I couldn’t do it again.

      Nico moved in slow motion, the wind blowing his hair back. My body trembled and my legs gave out as he peered over the edge.

      Strong arms wrapped around me from behind before I hit the floor. I breathed in the scent of woodsmoke and cedar. Rush. Rush is here.

      Nico turned back to us, eyes hard. His hand raked through his hair, making it stand straight up. “There’s rope. They repelled somewhere below. I can’t fucking tell where it ends from here.”

      Air filled my lungs, and my heart beat again. She was gone, but hadn’t fallen. She was gone, but alive.

      Nico took a deep breath, eyes meeting mine for the briefest second. Then he straightened, his entire demeanor changing. The in control mob boss version of Nico taking over. “Call in everyone. I want every inch of the hotel searched immediately.”

      Apparently, Rush was too slow to let me go, because Nico barked “Fucking now, Rush.”

      Rush didn’t fuck around, pulling out his phone and snapping orders to whoever was on the other end. I tried to pull away from him. I needed to help. Needed to get to my sister.

      Rush tightened his free arm around me, pulling the phone from his ear. “Wait, Rae. There’s nothing you’ll accomplish on your own. Let us handle this.”

      I stiffened, every instinct telling me to run after her.

      “Trust me,” Nico said, looking right at me again.

      I nodded mutely, a little surprised to find that I did trust him. Completely.

      Within moments, the entire building was swarming with Gentlemen. Beck appeared and pulled me into his chest, the warmth seeping into my skin as I took heaping breaths of his scent, letting it fill my head. “Don’t worry, Little Thief. We’ll find her.”

      I couldn’t find the words to reply, just nodded again, watching Rush and Nico scream orders at nameless, faceless men in suits. All I did was nod, lately. I was becoming a bobblehead.

      “Got something, boss.” One of the Gentlemen appeared at Nico’s shoulder. “There’s something on her bed.”

      “What?” Nico said harshly.

      “Uh, we shouldn’t move it,” the man said. “Come, take a look.”

      I followed close behind Nico into Sophie’s room. Her bed unmade, like maybe she’d been asleep when they came in and grabbed her. I squinted at the bed.

      “Oh my God.” I turned, hiding my face as bile rose in my throat. I was going to be sick.

      A dead rabbit was oozing blood onto Sophie’s pillow, its little mouth hanging open, a bullet wound in its stomach.

      “Fuck.” Nico’s voice was sharp, disgusted.

      “I can’t fucking deal with this,” I spat.

      Beck dragged me back to Nico’s room and pushed me down into one of the kitchen chairs. He crossed to the bar cart and poured a glass of some amber liquid all the way to the top.

      “Here.” He handed it to me.

      “I’m fine.” I shook my head. I needed to be sober if we were going to go after the fuckers who took Sophie.

      “You’re not fine,” he insisted. “Drink it. You’re not going to go all Terminator in the next hour.”

      I relented and took a sip, watching him over the rim of the glass. His eyes were soft, brows pinched in the middle as he searched my face. He looked a wreck, like he wanted to take this all on himself.

      “What do we do?” I asked Nico over Beck’s shoulder.

      Before he could answer, the door burst open again. Now fucking what?

      Connor rushed into the room, looking like absolute shit. “What the fuck did you guys do?” He glared at Nico.

      “Get out.” Nico’s jaw clenched, making the muscle in his cheeks twitch.

      “Jimmy will be here any minute.” Connor’s lips tipped up in an ugly grin. “He will take care of the piece of shit that you are.”

      I had to tell them about my dad and the spying now before he burst through the room and outed me. Ignoring Connor still standing there, I stood up from the table. My mouth wobbled. Everything was happening so fast.

      “I need to tell you something,” I said.

      Rush walked in behind Connor, eyeing me apprehensively. “Jimmy just pulled up. We’ve got minutes max.”

      “Motherfucker.” Nico’s eyes burned with wild energy. He picked up his gun off the table and fired off a shot at the cabinet next to Connor’s head, wood exploding everywhere. “Get out. Now.”

      Beck glanced back and forth between Nico and me, then over to Rush. Something in all their expressions spelled disaster. Beyond just my sister being missing. Beyond the rabbit. Something was fucking wrong.

      “Time’s up, bro,” Rush said, his expression pained. “You need to tell her.”

      My eyes narrowed in confusion as Rush’s eyes met mine. No, I needed to tell them something. Right? “Tell me what?”

      Beck swore loudly, running his hands through his hair. “I told you, man. I told you this would fucking happen.”

      “Everyone shut up,” Nico barked. His expression was feral. Unhinged.

      Nico took two long steps forward and closed the distance between us, backing me into the kitchen island. My heart hammered as his coal-black eyes burned into mine. A deluge of emotions crossed his face. Panic, desire, anger, resignation, that strange far away expression he had in the parking lot after he’d killed that man to protect me. Like he wasn’t fully present in the moment with me right now, but was attempting to fight his way back.

      I gripped the marble countertop behind me and gasped as he wrapped his long fingers around my throat. He paused, eyes searching mine, a muscle ticking in his jaw.

      “I’m so fucking sorry.”

      My heart beat a violent rhythm in my ears. “For what?”

      He cut me off, crashing his lips to mine, and my mind went blank.

      My lips parted involuntarily, and he used the opportunity to deepen the kiss groaning into my mouth. Heat flooded me, and I recovered from my shock enough to return the kiss, arching my back and nipping at his bottom lip.

      He ran his hands down my sides, made bare by my crop top, and lifted me so I was sitting on the counter. I opened my legs so he could stand between them, forgetting there were three other people in the room, and about to be several more as my father and his security were on their way up. I threaded my fingers through his hair, completely lost to the weeks of tension built between us, finally stretched to breaking.

      Nico kissed me brutally, like it was a battle to be won. I poured every ounce of stress and anger about my sister back into him. Letting him have all the raw, sharp parts of me that were too ugly to show anyone but your worst enemy.

      He pulled back slightly, panting against my mouth. His pupils were completely blown when he looked at me with wide eyes. “Fuck. Raegan, listen—”

      Nico stepped away from me abruptly at the sound of my dad’s voice in the hall. A chill ran over my skin where his warmth had just been. I met Beck’s eyes across the room. His expression was broken, eyes swimming with anxiety.

      My dad’s large frame pushed through the door, face red, eyes narrowed directly at Nico. This suite was turning into a clown car, everyone piling in after each other. I hopped off the counter, going to step between them when my dad’s words froze me in place.

      “You had one fucking job, Esposito. It was your fucking job to keep her safe.”

      “O’Rourke,” Nico said stiffly. “Sophie is alive, we’ll get her back.”

      “You’d better fucking get her back, boy. She’s your damn wife.”

      

      
        
        Continued in

        THIEVES’ HONOR

        Available October, 2021

        ORDER NOW

      

        

      
        Need more after that cliffhanger?

        SIGN-UP

        for the Thieves’ Honor

        Nico point of view prologue.

      

      

      

      
        
        <<<<>>>>

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sneak Peek into Book Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Dying for more after that cliff hanger?

        Read Thieves’ Honor’s prologue in

        Nico’s point of view.

        Sign-Up Here

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      TikTok:https://www.tiktok.com/@kateking_jessawilder?

      Instagram:https://www.instagram.com/kateking_jessawilder/

      Get all the latest news first by signing up to Kate and Jessa’s mailing list:https://katekingjessawilder.com

      Website:https://katekingjessawilder.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Hey! Thanks for getting this far, and for reading the author’s note. Or in this case, authors’ note, since there’s two of us. 

      We really hope you enjoyed Red Handed, and that you don’t want to strangle Nico too much. We’re not going to apologize for that cliffhanger, but there’s more going on here than it looks like, we promise. The second book in the series, Thieves’ Honor will be out in October, and we’re planning to have the whole series out by early 2022. 

      If you liked this book and want to support indie authors, the best way to do that is by leaving a review. Just a few sentences makes a tremendous difference. 

      While we’re here, there’s a few people we need to thank: 

      Thank you to our husbands who are extremely tolerant and supportive. Not only of our writing, but of the fact that we voice text each other all day, every single day. Thank you for ignoring that loud conversation about bathtub sex and snakes during dinner on Memorial Day weekend.

      Thank you to Emily, our first fan and the third member of K’s real estate agency.

      Shout out to all our betas and ARC readers, and Wildfire marketing, we couldn’t have done this without you.
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      In addition to romance, she writes YA thrillers with a magical twist and wants to publish thirty books before turning thirty.

      

      Jessa Wilder is a Canadian author of steamy contemporary and unconventional romance. When not writing, you can find her chasing around her six-year-old son, walking her dog in the woods, and devouring Kindle Unlimited books.

    

  

images/cover.jpg
EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE





nav.xhtml

    
  
    		Title Page


    		Contents


    		Copyright


    		Dedication


    		Author’s Note


    		Full Page Image


    		1. Raegan


    		2. Beck


    		3. Raegan


    		4. Raegan


    		5. Raegan


    		6. Raegan


    		7. Rush


    		8. Raegan


    		9. Raegan


    		10. Raegan


    		11. Nico


    		12. Raegan


    		13. Raegan


    		14. Beck


    		15. Raegan


    		16. Nico


    		17. Raegan


    		18. Raegan


    		19. Rush


    		20. Raegan


    		21. Raegan


    		22. Raegan


    		23. Raegan


    		24. Rush


    		25. Raegan


    		26. Raegan


    		27. Raegan


    		28. Raegan


    		29. Nico


    		30. Raegan


    		31. Raegan


    		32. Raegan


    		33. Beck


    		34. Raegan


    		35. Raegan


    		36. Raegan


    		37. Raegan


    		Sneak Peek into Book Two


    		Follow Us


    		Author’s Note


    		About The Authors


  





images/00011.jpeg
 CHAPTER NINE
- RAEGAN -





images/00010.jpeg
 CHAPTEREIGHT |
- RAEGAN -





images/00013.jpeg
CHAPTER ELEVEN
= NICO -





images/00012.jpeg
CHAPTER TEN
= RAEGAN -





images/00015.jpeg
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
- RAEGAN -





images/00014.jpeg
 CHAPTERTWELIE |
- RAEGAN -





images/00002.jpeg
e\ '

KATE KING & JESSA WILDER





images/00001.jpeg
 AUTHORS' NOTE





images/00004.jpeg
" CHIPTRRTWO |
- BECK -





images/00003.jpeg
" CHAPTER ONE
- RAEGAN -





images/00006.jpeg
 CHIPTIRFOR |
- RAEGAN -





images/00005.jpeg
 CHIPTERTHREE |
- RAEGAN -





images/00008.jpeg
CHAPTER SIX
= RAEGAN -





images/00007.jpeg
" CHAPTER FIVE
- RAEGAN -





images/00009.jpeg
CHAPTER SEVEN
- RUSH -





images/00031.jpeg
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
= NICO -






images/00030.jpeg
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT A
= RAEGAN -





images/00033.jpeg
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
- RAEGAN -






images/00032.jpeg
CHAPTER THRTY |
- RAEGAN -





images/00035.jpeg
' CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
- BECK -





images/00034.jpeg
' CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO |
- RAEGAN -





images/00037.jpeg
' CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE |
- RAEGAN -





images/00036.jpeg
CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR A
= RAEGAN -





images/00028.jpeg
' CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX |
- RAEGAN -





images/00027.jpeg
' CHAPTER TWENTY-FILE |
- RAEGAN -





images/00029.jpeg
e T
- RAEGAN -





images/00020.jpeg
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
= RAEGAN -





images/00022.jpeg
 CHAPTER TWENTY |
- RAEGAN -





images/00021.jpeg
CHAPTER NINETEEN
- RUSH -





images/00024.jpeg
' CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO |
- RAEGAN -





images/00023.jpeg
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
= RAEGAN -






images/00026.jpeg
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR |
- RUSH -





images/00025.jpeg
 CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE |
- RAEGAN -





images/00017.jpeg
CHAPTER FIFTEEN

= RAEGAN -
FOUR HOURS EARLIER





images/00016.jpeg
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
- BECK -





images/00019.jpeg
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
- RAEGAN -





images/00018.jpeg
CHAPTER SIXTEEN |
- NICO -





images/00040.jpeg
THE GENTLEMEN BOOK TWO - COMING OCTOBER 19TH, 2021

’\/‘/ u" .
P TH|EVES HUNUR {

PROLO

// =

~

KATE KING JESSA WILDER





images/00042.jpeg
" ABOUT THEAUTHORS





images/00041.jpeg





images/00039.jpeg
CHAPTER THIRTV-SEIIEN A
= RAEGAN -






images/00038.jpeg
" CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
- RAEGAN -





